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ABSTRACT
Climate change is fundamentally rooted in facts such as rising global temperatures,
carbon emissions, losses in biodiversity, etc. However new information about our
changing world is translated and incorporated within the narratives we live by and give
form to our personal and collective worlds. While climate change is scientific, our
mitigation efforts are entirely storied. This thesis looks at popular climate narratives that
frames climate change as an issue of Earthly mechanics fixable through innovative
technology. The goal of this thesis is to understand the ways in which settler colonialism,
as a communicable mechanism of cultural production, organizes this particular climate
narrative around the futurity of the settler collective. Looking at digital content of U.S.based green billionaires who directly advocate for innovation, I utilize the principals of
critical rhetoric to perform a critical, cultural, and communication-based analysis of their
climate narrative in order to denaturalize practices of settler reproduction.
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Introduction
“In the beginning was the story. Or rather: many stories, of many places, in many voices,
pointing toward many ends” (Cronon, 1992)
Throughout this thesis I will be looking at the climate change narratives produced
by those billionaires seeking to push the boundaries of technology supposedly for the
sake of our planet. The term ‘green billionaire’ is a colloquial term often used to describe
billionaires who show a certain degree of commitment to “green wealth” through
investment in certain products, projects, or ideas that are thought to produce more
sustainable or environmentally virtuous ways of life. Bill Gates, for example, has
publicly supported and financially invested in solar geoengineering projects to block out
the sun (in addition to many other carbon reduction projects and Impossible Meats). I find
green billionaires to be a particularly interesting subject due to their incredibly elite social
positioning at the center of the center. This language, the center of the center, is meant to
describe the immense amount of power these individuals wield while simultaneously
crafting their imperceptibility in the general state of affairs.
While climate change discourse, as a topic of public understanding, is typically
mediated by governmental agencies such as the U.N. or NASA, green billionaires have
become highly involved in the creation of colloquial understandings of mitigation efforts.
As owners of private companies and enterprises, green billionaires have the added benefit
of acting towards the general public as though they are non-political and unbiased
curators of solutions to the problems plaguing global society. Yet, in reality, green
billionaires straddle the social standings of the politician, the CEO, and the celebrity,
reshaping climate change discourse through the Tweets, press releases, interviews,
websites, and pieces of journalism that capture and distribute their visions of the future.
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Due to their incredible affluence and, therefore, influence, these individuals operate as far
more than a single point of view but rather must be recognized by the ways in which they
command and re/produce dominant ideological frameworks. In other words, as green
billionaires narrate the future, either directly or through their projects, they are shaping
climate discourse to fit the mold of their settler colonial world.
In broad strokes, this thesis will look at the ways in which U.S. green billionaires
instruct climate change discourse and how their narratives configure settler colonialism
by invoking particular settler narrative forms. I will utilize critical rhetorical analysis to
make sense of the expressions of green billionaires, Elon Musk, Bill Gates, and Marc
Lore, who have proposed innovation-based technological solutions to climate change.
More specifically, I will be analyzing a small “archive” of digital artifacts including an
interview and a website for each green billionaire in order to examine the ways in which
their climate narratives simultaneously invoke and obscure ongoing settler colonial
production. Settler colonialism operates as an obscured organizing center that can
become visible in the “adding up” of archival collections (Rice, 2020). While settler
colonialism might be obviously interrogated in discourses explicitly about land rights and
indigenous sovereignty, I argue that settler colonialism actively shapes many other
discourses in more implicit and invisible ways.
Innovation and the production of new climate technology is narrated by these
individuals as the necessary and possibly only effective mitigation effort. Indeed, more
efficient technology, such as electric vehicles, might be better for the environment in
quantifiable measures of carbon emissions but what is ignored is the destructive
socioecological processes and exploitative labor practices that those technologies are
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predicated on. The result is that green billionaires end up crafting narratives based on the
fears of apocalyptic futures based on images of climate dystopias in order to sell products
which they claim will produce a utopian future for all. Yet, their utopia is only a utopia
for some, the settler class, and is dependent on the creation of apocalypse for others, the
conditions of labor for the non-settler class. While green billionaire’s tech projects are
sold as improvements for the greater good, they are simply ways of producing cultural
formations for the purpose of settler futurity.
This perspective has been developed by looking at climate change not as an
environmental issue but rather a critical, cultural, and communication-based phenomena.
Further, I see this thesis as contributing to the field of intercultural communication with
further implications to environmental politics. At the nexus of intercultural
communication and environmental communication are scholars dedicated to studying
communication practices as struggles of power over the forces of knowledge production
that establish and sustain relations between people and the world around them. Scholars
studying within this area name, critique, and theorize resistance against instances of
coloniality that invoke exploitative and extractive ways of being.
However, a divergence within the field has appeared surrounding the use of
coloniality, postcolonial theory, and decolonial frameworks. More specifically, the
institutional emergence of settler colonial studies has questioned the value of postcolonial
terms such as ‘coloniality’ within an activated settler colonial context. In 1999 Patrick
Wolfe wrote that settler colonialism should be seen as an ongoing structure rather than a
one-off event, later igniting the creation of Tuck and Yang’s (2012) seminal piece,
“Decolonization is not a metaphor” (2012). This research will contribute to the field by
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revealing the ways in which settler colonialism is actively produced and mobilized within
communication practices, specifically in the context of U.S. green billionaire’s climate
narratives. In order to do this, this thesis has asked the following questions:
•

How do colonial projects function as uninterrogated centers of global
environmental injustice? And,

•

How do popular climate narrative, particularly those of U.S. green billionaires,
obscure or illuminate the conditions of coloniality and settler colonialism?
The positioning of colonial projects broadly and settler colonialism more

specifically, as an “uninterrogated center” has been foundational to the development of
this thesis. The language of an “uninterrogated center” comes from Nakayama and
Krizek’s (1995) article, “Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric.” In this article, Nakayama and
Krizek examine whiteness as a rhetorical construction that not only creates, organizes,
and enforces other racial categories for the purpose of social exploitation (thereby,
securing a “central” status) but also continuously and actively resecures its central status
by rendering itself “invisible.” According to Nakayama and Krizek, “the invisibility of
whiteness has been manifested through its universality. The universality of whiteness
resides in its already defined position as everything. The experiences and communication
patterns of whites are taken as the norm from which Others are marked” (p. 293). Within
this thesis, I apply this perspective to settler colonialism—a structure that encompasses
race but also its many intersections with gender, sex, ability, nationality, etc. In doing so,
I am turning away from an identity-based framework for understanding critical cultural
dynamics and towards a spatial politic that includes but is not limited to the rigidity of
identity categories.
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Additionally, it is not my intension to claim that settler colonialism is itself
uninterrogated (this would not only be ignoring the many forms of resistance to settler
colonialism but would also be reproducing a settler worldview that erases the agency of
counter narratives and very embodiment of non-settler existence). Rather, in using the
phrase, “uninterrogated center” I hope to point to the ways in which settler colonialism is
an uninterrogated center of climate discourse specifically. That is to say, settler
colonialism acts as a center of production of climate discourse and yet, this discourse
does not identify or critique settler colonialism. This is an important difference because it
points to the ways in which popular climate narratives push indigenous and other
alternative climate narratives out to the margin. In doing so, popular climate narratives
construe alternative climate narratives as a particularized set of concerns that only pertain
to certain cultural groups.
Additionally, applying the idea of an “uninterrogated center” to climate discourse
alters the scope by which Nakayama and Krizek (1995) originally described whiteness
by. Because climate change is perceived on a much larger scale (both in terms of time
and space), many turn to experts to understand the nuances of climate change and climate
action. While race is experiences in more obviously embodied ways, settlers wanting to
know more about climate change engage in knowledge seeking behaviors. Yet, while
settler climate narratives are also based in a particularized set of concerns (the
reproduction of settler world), they are not labeled as such. They take on the status of
universal and beneficial to all of humanity. It is settler colonialism that organizes
alternative climate narratives away from the center of climate discourse. In doing so, I
argue that settler colonialism creates a false sense of universality and renders itself
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invisible to settlers by defining itself by what it is not. In short, the center of global
climate discourse is settler climate narration in which settler colonialism itself is not
interrogated as a part of climate narration despite that fact that climate change is a matter
of spatial politics. Because settlers producing climate discourse do not recognize or claim
their settler status, their narratives naturalize settlement while mobilizing settlers to
continue to engage in settler colonialism via their climate concerns.
While green billionaires are not the sole center of climate discourse, I decided to
talk about U.S. green billionaires for several reasons. First, because technological
innovation, such as carbon sequestering, wind and solar energy, electric vehicles, etc., are
all premised on this idea of sustainability, or more specifically, sustainable development.
In 1987 the U.N published a document called, “Our Common Future” which spurred the
idea of sustainable development as our primary framework for dealing with
environmental issues on a global scale. From this date forward, climate discourse has
been trapped within this framework as our means for engaging in international climate
dialogue. Sustainability, based in resource management, has been a major thread
connecting global, national, and local climate narratives. Because green billionaires back
technological innovation based in a sustainability framework, they have acted as
powerful influencers in academic circles and matters of global governance. Essentially,
they function as a sort of independent entity despite functioning as a pseudo-politician, a
business CEO, and a pop culture celebrity. This is evident in the ways in which green
billionaires’ climate narratives continue to influence hugely powerful mechanisms of
global order, such as the U.N. This connection is important because the U.N. is the only
established legal instrument and platform for addressing climate change through the
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enforcement and regulations of international diplomacy. The U.N., and therefore green
billionaires, have set the precedent for public conversation and information seeking on
climate change on a global scale.
Below is an image taken from the United Nations website entitled, “What is
climate change?” One of the first things that stands out to me is how campy this image is
in juxtaposition with the U.N.’s reputation as an incredibly serious and diplomatic
international body of global decision making. Then again, perhaps this more lighthearted
illustrative representation reaches a wider audience. But, more striking to me, is the way
this image represents the Earth. The Earth is very distinctively frowning, the Earth’s arm
is draped over its forehead which is covered in sweat. The audience is left to assume the
sweat is from a fever rather than being too hot since the Earth is also swaddled in a
blanket and wearing a long sleeve button-up despite the fact that there are flames in the
background. The Earth is depicted as in distress and left alone on a vacant monotone
platform to deal with its condition.
Figure 1
Feeling the Heat
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Note. The image was taken from the United Nations Climate Action website. From What is Climate
Change?, United Nations, n.d., United Nations Climate Action.

This image elicits a response to care for or even save this Earth in need. As the
viewer, we are positioned across from the Earth at eye level. We are witness to its
suffering and left with the moral obligation of whether to help or ignore. But, what could
possibly be the issue in seeing the Earth as something in need? For me, this image
characterizes international climate conversations to date. While it is incredibly important
that international society has made incredible strides towards accepting and discussing
climate change as an issue of global importance (and, sometimes, justice). But these
strides are diminished by the fact that they continue to have climate conversations on a
very specific set of (settler) terms and assumptions. If popular climate discourses
continue to frame the Earth as the problem then all solutions are based in human
exceptionalism. Either we change, but only to build the status quo better (create a
sustainability utopia), or we continue business as usual and race to the end (societal
collapse).
But, it is also the term “human” in human exceptionalism, as well as “popular” or
“public,” “we,” and “us,” that needs interrogation as well. U.S. environmentalism, a
young movement not without its problems, has long framed the cause of environmental
issues around anthropocentrism (the placement of humans at the top of ecological
hierarchies). Yet, as Tsing (2015) points out, “despite the prefix ‘anthropo-,’ that is,
human, the mess is not a result of our species biology. The most convincing
Anthroposcene timeline begins not with our species but rather with the advent of modern
capitalism, which has directed long-distance destruction of landscapes and ecologies” (p.
19). It is not humanity as a unified species or body politic that is to blame for climate
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change. Rather, it is a particular set of cultural formations (such as colonial legacies,
settler colonialism, and imperialism) that not only facilitate exceptionalism but also the
notion that “human” is a universal form made in the image of a particular sense of self.
In contrast to this, another perspective on climate change, have long been
articulated outside of settler worldviews. One such example of this is the perspective of
reciprocity rather than domination. Long articulated by many indigenous epistemologies,
reciprocity frames climate change around the idea that it is not the land that is broken but
rather it is our relationship to it. This, in my opinion, is still anthropocentric because it
includes humans in the problem (as well as in the proposed solution). However, this kind
of anthropocentrism does not dismiss humanness as outside or separate from ‘nature.’
Rather, questioning human’s relationship to nature brings humanity close and centers an
interdependence between humans and the world around us. Further instead of claiming
that humanity as a whole is the cause of climate change, centering relationships to Earth
leaves more room for asking questions about the multitude of different relations, how
they are practiced, maintained, and shared, and, most importantly, leaves room to
describe the heterogeneity of humanity via a cultural lens.
I also wanted to look in to green billionaires because of the way, I have found,
that they bring great comfort to many. While this is anecdotal, a great many of people I
have talked to about climate change see innovative technology as the only plausible way
of dealing with climate change. And I agree, thinking of other possibilities is difficult
when there is limited language available for imagining alternatives. But this gets to
another aspect of this thesis—that green billionaires narrate climate change in the image
of the settler world we currently live in. Innovative technology such as electric vehicles
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seem like a good solution because they resonate with the material information we’re
already immersed in within settler world. Electric vehicles are a desirable mitigation
effort, whether or not they are capable of truly making a difference, because it means that
we don’t have to reimagine a world, ourselves, or our daily behaviors outside of the
private transportation we have become accustomed to. This resonance between the
material world we already live in, our built environment and the meaning we assign it,
and these narratives that we find, largely in the form of digital online content, is what I
refer to as a “living media archive.” For more practical reasons I also chose U.S. green
billionaires because it narrowed the focus of my project. This allowed me to pay attention
to a reflexive impulse by speaking to a context that I live. This is not only true because of
my exposure to green billionaire narratives but also because of my orientation within
settler colonialism.
I first became interested in green billionaires after reading an article discussing a
geoengineering project that was pitched as a new climate mitigation effort.
Geoengineering is a concept describing the use of scientific principals in constructing of
new designs, gadgets, or machines that alter essential Earth functions on a planetary
scale. I had heard small hints of these projects, although mostly in the form of crafting
devises for the removal and then storage of excess carbon from our atmosphere. From my
understanding of these projects, through their emergence in the news and in
conversations with collogues and friends, they were framed in such a way that positioned
climate change as solely in the hands of the philanthropic ultra-wealthy. A kind of
climate paternalism that relieved the general public of the mental anguish of daily climate
dread. Geoengineering projects are something that one can support from afar, but the
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average person has no influence or control over such propositions. One could take solace
in the fact that at least some of the world’s most powerful people were doing something
for the climate; especially during a time in which government agencies were widely
being shamed and blamed for their inaction.
In October 2020, the New York Times published an article titled, “As Climate
Disasters Pile Up, a Radical Proposal Gains Traction” detailing a geoengineering project
aimed at cooling the Earth’s atmosphere in order to bide more time for cutting emissions.
This project included “injecting aerosols into the upper layer of the atmosphere, where
those particles reflect sun away from the earth” (Flavelle, 2020). One of the researchers
working on the project, Dr. MacMartin with Cornell University, claimed with 100%
certainty that solar geoengineering would cool the planet but “what’s still unclear, he
added, is what happens next” (Flavelle, 2020). What happens next, as speculated in other
articles since, is the chance that these aerosols might permanently alter the appearance of
the sky. A sky that was once shades of blue, pink, and gold could become darkened, grey,
and cloudless.
Green billionaires want to engage in climate mitigation that resecures the current
status quo rather than engage in the radical action needed to not only mitigate climate
change but to do so in a way that allows for climate justice for more than the settler class.
Rather than taking the status quo as universal and transcendental, when understood as an
intentional production of particular power relations, we can see how green billionaires are
not innocently proposing solutions to the world’s problems but rather are active in the
creation of current global power relations. Thus, in taking on climate technology as their
next business venture, green billionaires reproduce and preserve the status quo within
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their attempts to change humanity, supposedly, for the better. This is made even more
ironic with the recognition that climate change discourse emerges out of the very power
relations that facilitate the material limitations of our current global system. Yet, this is
made invisible as their narrations position the settler status quo, not the agency of
exploited non-settler classes, as threatened by climate change. These narratives
rhetorically rally support for the way things are and circumvent any real critique of how
their imagined futures reproduce the conditions responsible for climate change.
The power relations I call in to question within this study are based on the
theorization of settler colonialism as a landed and activated mechanism of colonial
cultural production. Veracini’s notion of the settler colonial “situation” is derived from
Patrick Wolfe’s rejection of settler colonialism as neither a structure nor an event. Rather,
he sees settler colonialism as a situation, one that is “characterized by a settler capacity to
control the population economy as a marker of a substantive type of sovereignty; on the
other hand, this situation is associated with a particular state of mind and a specific
narrative form” (p. 12). In this thesis I will refer to this situation as a mode of hegemonic
cultural production, one in which its narrative form invokes the settler subjectivities and
spatiotemporal arrangements that Veracini describes as sovereignty, population, and state
of mind. Due to ways in which settler colonialism conceals itself as a necessary means of
asserting control, I will look at U.S.-based climate change discourse as a way into the
settler situation, revealing the ways in which settler frameworks are maintained through
visions of a more environmentally just future.
This thesis consists of a critical cultural interpretation of popular climate
narratives. First, I review the literature on settler colonialism and place it in the context of
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climate change mitigation. Using the literature, I offer a working understanding of settler
colonialism for the purpose of archival analysis on the presence of settler mobilization
within climate narratives. Next, I elaborate on the curation of an archive focusing on
popular climate narratives, particularly those surrounding green billionaire climate
technology. The archive is restricted to digital content found online but will ultimately be
informed by archives as worlding mechanisms (Rice, 2020) that work in conjunction with
our day-to-day life. I then analyze the archive using the principals of critical rhetoric
(McKerrow, 1989), specifically by critiquing settler colonial mobilization. Finally I
discuss settler colonialism in the context of climate justice, limitations of the research,
and implications for future studies. Specifically, I discuss the possibility of resistance to
settler colonialism and the ways in which popular climate narratives instruct us to forget
our presence in settler world.

Literature Review
In this literature review I will discuss the ways in which climate change discourse
has been taken up by global hegemonic forces as a mechanism through which colonial
power reproduces itself. This paper takes up climate change not as an environmental
issue (although this is not to negate the ecological, spatial, and material effects of climate
change) but as a significantly rhetorical phenomena that is built upon spatial discourses
of settler colonial exploitation. While this is a subtle and arguably small difference, I
believe that this distinction is significant and allows for the analysis of a very different set
of symbolic and material dynamics. For many years climate change has been made real to
Western societies and wealthy nations by its mediation through scientific terminology,
international diplomacy, green advertisements and products, and as a tool of political
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campaigning. That is to say that while more vulnerable populations have already and
continue to face the effects of climate change and its legacy, others continue to
understand climate change as prophetic rather than present threat. This is a position that
allows those most able to deal with and responsible for the amplification of the effects of
climate change to bide their time while searching for more desirable solutions—often
presented within capitalist frameworks that facilitate the accumulation of individual
wealth at the expense of social relations.
A troubling example of this took place during the 2021 United Nations Climate
Change Conference (COP26), in which diplomats from nearly 200 countries around the
world met to make “plans to curb their plant-warming emissions and urging wealth
nations to ‘at least double’ funding by 2025 to protect the most vulnerable nations from
the hazards of a hotter planet.” The goal of this thirteen-day event, involving thousands of
politicians, advisors, and advocates giving speeches, discussing solutions, and
demonstrating visual art projects to raise awareness, was to come to a consensus about
“how much and how quickly each nation should cut its emissions over the next decade.”
During this time the number 1.5, the maximum number of degrees Celsius in global
temperature rise above pre-Industrial levels before the likelihood of devastating and
irreversible climate disaster, lingered throughout conversations. Despite the urgency of
the situation, no agreements were made until the end of the last day of the summit in
which a final deliberation came down to a single choice of word: “the final agreement
included language about the need to ‘phase down unabated coal,’ a weakening of an
earlier text that called for a ‘phase out’ of coal, the dirtiest fossil fuel” (Specia et al.,
2021).
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Global power dynamics are clear in such climate negotiations, leaving less
powerful nations to sacrifice stricter regulations that would more adequately protect their
communities for the sake of establishing any accountability measure at all, no matter how
weak. Additionally, when discussing these dynamics within the framework of nationstate policy making, it’s easy to conflate power at the level of the nation. Yet, to describe
these dynamics as occurring between “West and the rest” is not meant to oversimplify the
situation or to describe geopolitical contexts as nationally monolithic. As Shome (2003)
suggests, “global capital is complicating and changing spatial relations in the U.S. in
ways that blur the notion of an American national identity as being found only in
“America,” or of “America” as being a national space that is homogenously “American”
(p. 40-41). Rather, this is to emphasize the notion that climate change as a phenomenon
experienced through fundamentally different metaphysical perspectives. The production
of climate change discourse is involved in a process of worlding, “the ‘activity of sensual
world-making, of finding one’s sea legs in the middle of a situation and doing something
to sustain it” (Rice, 2020, p. 40), of settler situations.
This study continues the push for climate change to be understood in its essence
as a critical, cultural, and communicative practice and is, therefore, implicated in
everyday practices and intellectual projects alike. It is also to call attention to the project,
practices, movements, and canons that get noted as or excluded from the classification
“environmental” and to suggest that environmental lexicon can be taken up as a
mechanism for hegemonic control. When centering the discursive logics of colonial
exploitation within climate change discourse, what is rereferred to as environmental or
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environmentalism emerges as an already always privileged set of relations configured
through cultural power.

Climate Change: A Critical, Cultural, Communications Perspective
According to the U.N., “climate change refers to long-term shifts in temperature
and weather patterns… But since the 1800s, human activities have been the main driver
of climate change, primarily due to burning fossil fuels like coal, oil, and gas” (United
Nations, n.d.). Similarly wielding the generalized terminology for the causes of climate
change, NASA explains the “human activities (primarily the burning of fossil fuels) have
fundamentally increased the concentration of greenhouse gases in Earth’s atmosphere,
warming the planet” (Earth Science, 2022) while the EPA describes climate change as
developing “since the Industrial Revolution human activities have released large amounts
of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, which has changed the
earth’s climate” (US EPA, 2022).
While this does not claim to be a comprehensive study on the causes of climate
change, the focus of this paper is concerned with understanding the discourses that are
produced around climate change and how those discourses support and/or confront
colonialism. Of course, climate discourses are not exclusive to hegemonic frameworks,
climate change as Earthly changes within the Anthroposcene since the effects of
industrialization has been detectable by the body. But this study focuses on the climate
discourses produced within the center and the specific ways in which climate change has
been taken up to stabilize the same forces that produce and maintain global society’s
“human activities.” Further, I will argue that generalized terminology such as “human
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activities” provide insight into the ways in which climate change is mediated by a
modernity/coloniality status quo which seeks to neutralize the colonial logics of climate
change. Green billionaires are not only significant of generalized hegemonic structures,
such as the U.N. or NASA, but are also involved in the active process of meaning making
that occurs through the production of consumable climate technologies. This study does
not seek to pin down any fundamental truth about climate change but rather tries to
understand climate change as a rhetorical construction which shaped by and productive of
colonial dynamics.
Climate change discourses, as sets of information surrounding what climate
change is, how it came to be, and what to do about it, are complex networks informed by
various interpersonal, local, national, and transnational wants, needs, and goals. In terms
of coloniality, climate change became mainstream to “the public” once it was registered
through communication practices governed by Euro-U.S.-centric systems of power.
Mainstream discourse produced about climate change (i.e., what the average person can
find from their various news sources, a quick Google search, or pieces of information
floating around social or entertainment media) are informed by the communicative
practices of Western powers. Such communicative practices can be seen in the ethosbased strategy for calling upon the national and international political and academic
(scientific) organizations mentioned above to shape public understandings of climate
change. In fact, it is easy to ignore the fact that while climate change discourse has
largely been the product of global diplomacy and scientific studies, climate change has
long been perceived and articulated by the individuals and communities experiencing
adverse environmental effects.
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Klein (2014) dates the moment that climate change “pierce the public
consciousness” as 1988 when NASA scientist, James Hansen, testified before a
congressional hearing about his concern for the state of the planet. Klein also notes that
basic insights necessary to our current understanding of climate change date back to as
early as the second half of the nineteenth center and are instutionalized by scientific
studies of the 1950s detailing the warming effects of climate change. Further, “In 1965,
the concept was so widely accepted among specialists that U.S. president Lyndon B.
Johnson was given a report from his Science Advisory Committee warning that,
‘Through his worldwide industrial civilization, Man is unwittingly conducting a vast
geophysical experiment… the climatic changes that may be produced by the increased
CO2 content could be deleterious from the point of view of human beings’” (p. 89).
There is no doubt that the development of a neoliberal global market, including
“industrial civilization” and “the burning of fossil fuels,” has been cited as the cause of
climate change for the last several decades. With this in mind, climate change discourse
can be seen as fundamentally interested in the limitations of our current colonial (often
neutralized to Anthropocentric) global arrangements. Here, I describe these dynamics as
interested because, depending on one’s orientation within colonial arrangements, climate
change discourse can be seen as concerned with or as a potential investment within these
limits.
Within the field of communication, communication and society (ever changing
social and material relations) are understood as mutually constituted, both materially and
symbolically. That the ways in which we interact with entities and come to know the
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world outside of ourselves is based on shared and agreed upon networks of meaningmaking as well as performed and negotiated interactions.
According to Endres (2020), “many environmental rhetorical critics are invested
in challenging dominant anthropocentric systems and responding to the Anthroposcene
by encouraging a radical shift towards ecocentric ideals and practices” (p. 315). In effect,
Endres points to three primary assumptions that have become vital to environmental
criticism: 1. the nature/culture binary, or anthropocentrism, as the root of environmental
destruction; 2. the incorporation of material and ecological rhetoric, or more-than-human
rhetoric, to discuss the communicative aspects of the non-human world; and, 3. the
crisis/care discipline as a political project that is both devoted to unearthing human and
nonhuman interconnections, interdependence, biodiversity, and system limits” as well as
being “pragmatic and ethical” (Endres, 2020, 317-318). As such, environmental critics
are particularly oriented under very specific commitments to environmental frameworks
that remain lodged in an understanding of environmental action as a explicit and
particularized “environmental” (rather than spatial) practices.
Although this does not mean that environmental critics are ignorant to social and
identity-based frameworks of power, as evidenced by the growing numbers of
environmental scholars doing work around notions of environmental justice, and it does
provide challenges to understanding ways in which anthropocentric systems are
challenged outside of notions of “environment” and “environmentalism” — which in the
U.S. have been privileged categories marked by whiteness, masculinity, and wealth. But
it does demonstrate an instructional barrier to talking about the ways in which our
relation to the material world is necessarily infused in every ideology and practice. In
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other words, it reaffirms the [paternalistic] idea that the environment, and environmental
scholarship, is an other — something that needs to be dealt with or taken care of — rather
than dealing spatiality as intricately interwoven into every academic conversation.
The field of critical intercultural communication has a rich history of theorizing
power and modes of domination as based in communication practices. According to
Nakayama and Halualani (2011),
critical intercultural communication studies is best suited to pay close attention
to and follow how macro conditions and structures of power (the authority of
History, economic and market conditions, formal political sphere, institutional
arenas, and ideologies) play into and share microacts/processes of
communication between/among cultural groups/members. Critical perspectives
have always been finely attuned to revealing great insights on the larger, hidden
(beneath-the-surface) and visible (what we see but take-for-granted given its
naturalized appearance) aspects of power that constitutes intercultural
communication encounters and relations (p. 5).

Similarly, although climate change discourse emerged in response to global
society’s unsustainable management of material wants and needs, climate change
discourses remain lodged within hegemonic forces of global control generated by the
rhetoric of modernity. The rhetoric of modernity does not emerge from the “natural”
development of human society’s ever forward progression but rather emerges from a set
of interconnected discourses that Mignolo and Walsh (2018) refer to as
modernity/coloniality, abbreviated as the colonial matrix of power (CMP). According to
them, “the colonial matrix of power (the CMP) is a complex structure of management
and control composed of domains, levels, and flows” (p. 142) which materializes as the
subjects and objects of global modernity/coloniality. Global modernity/coloniality signals
the notion that discourses of modernity are discourse of coloniality and are actively
involved in Western models of civilizing undeveloped nations, through promises of
“progress.” One domain through which the CMP has been activated along climactic lines
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has been through development projects. Improving the life quality of community through
a Western nation-state model and its capitalist systems is the logistic foundation that
development is predicated on.
Development communication theorization supposes “the imagery of the passive
Third World subject, depicted as a receptacle of traditional traits, and as the target of topdown interventions of development, rooted in Western(read U.S.)-centric
conceptualizations of linear economic trajectories of modernization” (Dutta, p. 123). In
other words, development can be seen as just pivotal discourse rooted in “the idea of
modernity (in the period 1500 to 2000) is a discourse that promises happiness and
salvation through conversion, progress, civilization, modernization, development, and
market democracy. This discourse is tied up with the logic of coloniality, which
circumscribes the progression of modernity within all the domains used to categorize and
classify the modern world: political, economic, religious, epistemic, aesthetic,
ethnic/racial, sexual/gender subjective” (Mignolo & Walsh, p. 142-143).
Yet, while critical intercultural communication has a sharp analytical vocabulary
for describing the relationship between macro and micro systems of meaning making, it
has largely relied on identity (race, gender, nationality, ability, etc.) as its primary way of
describing how societies are organized. According to Shome (2003), “in critical
rhetorical and cultural scholarship, identity has been the main framework through which
relations of power and difference have been theorize” (p. 40). In contrast to this, Shome
argues for the use of a spatial framework in which space is “not merely a backdrop,
though, against which the communication of cultural politics occurs. Rather, it needs to
be recognized as a central component in that communication. It functions as a
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technology—a means and medium—of power that is socially constituted through
material relations that enable the communication of specific politics” (p. 40).
Frameworks of identity are crucial to critical work, especially with the
development of U.S. social movements of the 20th century. Particularly Black feminism
which prompted the turn towards an intersectional analysis that understands identity not
in isolation but rather as a complex of interdependent and embodied phenomena. Yet, as
Shome states, even from an intersectional perspective, “this framework of identity, in its
constant focus on ‘self’ and ‘difference,’ takes us only so far when set against the
material realities of our transnational times. In these realities, complex planes of
exclusion and inclusion are being engendered in ways that far exceed and complicate the
dialectic of self and difference” (Shome, 2003, p. 40). Additionally, it is worth noting that
complexities of cultural identity have long been problematized by scholars studying,
largely from a postcolonial perspective, including notions of hybridity.
Within the subfield of environmental communication, this notion disrupts what
many environmental critics refer to this as the nature/culture binary (Endres, 2020), the
notion that “nature” is separate from human society and therefor able to know the world
in full truth as an objective observer. While the deconstruction of “nature” as a cultural
product of Cartesian (colonial) logics has been a keystone for many scholars describing
the symbolic forces of environmental issues (Cronon, 1997), the continued use of
“environment” as a way of pointing to a particularized set of concerns suggest the
difficulty in escaping from those logics.
Conley (2020) suggests that “nature,” “appeared as the semiotic handle for a set
of concerns emanating from capitalism’s rampage across the modern lifeworld,
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disrupting both peripheral lands and urban centers together.” What is “environmental”
and the ways in which Eurocentric metaphysical understandings are anchored in notions
of the environment as natural and non-human. As such, recent moves within the
environmental humanities have also served as a postcolonial critique of Eurocentric
knowledge production that privileges the individual (scientific) subject as outside
observer capable of discovering truths governed by natural law. Rather, environmental
humanities fundamentally question the mutual interaction between our social and
material existence. What is noted as “environmental” is already a demarcation produced
from and trapped within colonial logics as a “privileged term and set of concerns”:
The term “nature” emerged because the thing to which the word refers itself
emerged as a set of concerns—the word itself was (re)discovered to name a
problem… The Romantic poets swooned over nature when they awakened to the
ecological destruction and social upheaval being wrought by the inner logics of
capitalist extraction and territorial expansion that underwrote the spread of early
nationalism (Conley, 2020)

Wilderness, in opposition to modern society, has become a keystone of modern day,
mainstream, U.S. environmental discourse as the creation of wild lands in the U.S. has
largely been thought of as the beginnings of environmental preservation, conversation,
sustainability, and wildlife management. As Cronon (1996) points out, “the critique of
modernity that is one of environmentalism’s most important contributions to the moral
and political discourse of our time more often than not appeals, explicitly or implicitly, to
wilderness as the standard against which to measure the failings of our human [Western]
world” (p. 16). As a critique of modernity, mainstream U.S. environmentalism has been,
in some way, resistive of colonial forces, yet, as Cronon and other since have argued, the
“trouble” with wilderness is that it reproduces the very rhetoric (i.e., epistemologies,
corresponding value systems, and their performed behaviors) it seeks to resist.
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The environment, then, can be taken as a powerful discursive space that
incapsulates cultural understandings, their material consequences, and collective narrative
imagination. And, in the case of climate change discourse, through the speculative
imagining of the future and worldmaking beyond the end of settler colonialism as
apocalyptic. As such, environmental discourse does the work of imagining futures but
when those futures are quietly being narrated from within a settler colonial framework it
becomes impossible to see a world other than the one we create for ourselves.
The work of sociologist Kari Marie Norgaard (2014) discusses climate denial, not
as a phenomenon exhibited by skeptics who outright reject scientific and
phenomenological evidence of Anthropocenic impacts on the Earth’s climates but rather
as “the more pervasive and everyday problem of how and why people who say they are
concerned about climate change manage to ignore it” (Norgaard, p. 247). I argue that a
part of this ability to be concerned and to ignore resides in the cultural framework of
settler colonialism. Just one example of this, the wilderness ideal, stands as a testament to
the pervasive settler colonial themes of mainstream U.S. environmentalism. Cronon
(1996) has written extensively about troubling contradictions embedded within the
particular human-nature rhetoric that make up U.S. environmentalism:
“to take to a logical extreme the paradox that was built into wilderness from the
beginning: if nature dies because we enter it, then the only way to save nature is to kill
ourselves. The absurdity of this proposition flow from the underlying dualisms it
expresses. Not only does it ascribe greater power to humanity that we in fact possess—
physical and biological nature will surely survive in some form or another long after we
ourselves have gone the way of all flesh—but in the end it offers us little more than a
self-defeating counsel of despair” (p. 19).

Cronon’s words offer helpful starting points for understanding Norgaard’s notion of
climate denial as exhibited by U.S. environmentalism. Perhaps, “the more pervasive and
everyday problem of how and why people who say they are concerned about climate
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change manage to ignore it” (Norgaard, 2014, p. 247) is due to the ways in which climate
change and the environment itself is understood by a settler colonial worldview.
Settler colonial theorizing is more suited for discussing U.S. environmentalism
not only because this theorizing allows scholars to address the epistemological
assumptions and cultural causes of environmental problems but also because settlement,
as a land-based discourse, requires environmental domination and destruction. The need
to terraform as foundational to the settler situation creates a contradiction within the
development of environmental consciousness within the settler. Additionally, of the many
moments of disavowal in settler colonialism is the troubling contradiction within U.S.
environmentalism: how do we protect the environment and maintain our lifestyle?
I have come to understand a more particularized notion of space— one which positions
itself as explicitly “environmental.” This alone requires the unpacking of localized
discourses which characterize what is environmental and how that is, somehow, distinct
from what is space or spatialized. This poses the question as to whether this distinction is
necessary. In my own work, the distinction between environmental and spatial has
become necessary only in recognizing why these two categories have become separated
in the first place and how that is significant of the colonial legacies with which these tools
are trying to critique.
Using this lens, U.S. environmental discourse is rooted in U.S. national narration
of its past and its anticipated future; on turning towards modernity, progress, and
innovation and away from “tradition”. It is a story, or more accurately, a mythology, of
the settler subject and our ongoing settlement project. Projection indicates that our
environmental crisis sparks a reconning in the U.S. with our historical singularity and its
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temporal and spatial formations. In Beyond Settler Time (2017), Mark Rifkin
conceptualizes time as a dimension of being:
To speak of temporal orientation suggests the ways that time can be regarded less as a
container that holds events than as potentially divergent processes of becoming. Being
temporally oriented suggests that one’s experiences, sensations, and possibilities for
action are shaped by the existing inclinations, itineraries, and networks in which one is
immersed, turning towards some things and away from others (p. 2).

As a result, subjectivities (that is, our senses of self and the worlds of meaning
making that we are infinitely layered throughout) of the Atlantic world are created
through and in tension with settler colonial narratives and their settling of social and
environmental landscapes. This is because the colonial situation is premised on producing
and separating the colonizer and the colonized, meaning that “settler colonialism is about
domesticating; “population economy” is used here to refer to recurring settler anxieties
pertaining to the need to biopolitically manage their respective domestic domains”
(Veracini, p. 16). Land and subjectivity are created together, through “the complementary
needs of transforming the environment to suit the colonizing project and of renewing the
settler in order to suit the environment” (Veracini, p. 22-23). Said another way, “‘changes
in the land’ inevitably correspond to the making of a ‘new man’” (Veracini p. 22-23).
Technological innovation as a means of climate mitigation is the central focus of
green billionaire’s climate discourse. Although climate change discourse is the byproduct
of the CMP’s limitations, climate change discourse has been co-opted by hegemonic
forces, particularly corporate interest, in order to evade critique. Settler colonialism
makes sense of, subsists off, and produces climate change discourse through climate
technology as a communicable method. Settler colonialism invokes subjectivities and
mobilizes them via mythology that wields technological advancement as a semiotic
handle for the discovery, extraction, and hoarding of value from Indigenous, Exogenous,
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and Black Others. Some of the deep irony with settler colonialism is that settlers are
deeply unsettled and continuously resettling despite notions of inherent ownership and
rights to homeland. In terms of climate change, climate mitigation has been made into a
new frontier for extraction and conquest by green billionaires’ technological innovation.

Settlement, Narratives, and Subjectivities
At its most basic level settler colonialism describes the occupation of stolen land.
Yet this most basic level cannot come to exist without the worlding mechanisms that
orient the individual towards and justifies the mission of the settler collective (the
accumulation of land). And while, especially in the U.S., notions of settlement are
typically reserved for historical narratives and origin stories set on the eastern coast,
scholars of settler colonialism see settlement as present and ongoing. In other words,
settler colonialism is a mode of domination, both active and activated, that makes
settlement (or occupation) real. As a mode of domination settler colonialism is in motion,
it is constantly being reified through communicative practices, written, spoken, thought,
performed, enacted, and embodied.
If settler colonialism is understood narrowly as the occupation of stolen land
decolonization must be deoccupation. The complexities of decolonization and its
colloquial use within liberal education has been powerfully laid out in Tuck and Yang’s
(2012) essay, “Decolonization is not a metaphor.” They argue that anything other than
decolonization as deoccupation reduces decolonization to a metaphor taken up by settlers
to disguise continued settlement or to avoid imagining the possibilities of actual
deoccupation. This also leaves the question of whether it is possible to decolonize a
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society that is still actively colonizing. As such, in an effort to give credence to Tuck and
Yang’s argument, this essay does not claim a decolonial stance but rather attempts to take
on the anti-colonial task of capturing settler colonialism in motion, in the present, and as
it is disguising itself within what appears to be something else. Within this study, that
something else is climate mitigation.
Settler colonialism as a mode of domination premised on ongoing, rather than a
legacy of, occupation foregrounds the need to first imagine the possibility of ceasing the
progression and transformation of settler control before decolonization can be
resuscitated from its metaphorical usage. Settler colonialism is a landed cultural politic in
that settlers are always defined in relation to its genesis within a particular location as a
fundamentally temporal orientation. Veracini claims that “settler colonialism is
immediately premised on a foundational and historical situated movement (settlers move
in from elsewhere at a particular point in time)” (p. 96). Settler narratives construct time
as a palindrome within a particular locale as settler society is imagined through “a
perception of a constant struggle is juxtaposed against an ideal of ‘peace’ that can never
be reached, settler projects embrace and reject violence at the same time”(p. 77). Settler
time is characterized by the resemblance between past and future, either as a progressive
or degenerative tendency. Further, settler time is established within the settler narrative
form and is leveraged in the creation of subjectivities.
Based on this sense of time, settler subjectivity is defined by a sense of self
characterized through an individual, rather than imperial, sovereign capacity. This
sovereign capacity, the capacity to govern oneself and others, is carried by individuals
who think of themselves as ‘founders of political orders’ (p. 53) establishing a truer
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society and an “uncorrupted version of the original social body’ (p. 77). Further, because
‘settler citizenship is seen as conditioned on property of and residency on the land’ (p.
80), settlers are also characterized by anxieties over ‘the need to biopolitically manage
their respective domestic domains’ (p. 16). The capacity to manage the population, or
inclusion into the settler class, is a crucial marker of settler sovereignty. Finally, Veracini
sees settler colonialism as a defensive project, which reproduces itself through an
inherent disavowal within the settler through the “fantasy of communities devoid of
disturbances or dislocations, and a situation where the transplanted settler collective
would get back a jouissance that was historically taken away’ (p. 77).
This “situation” is meant to signal the activated, productive, unstable, and
relational forces of settler colonialism. According to Veracini, “settler colonialism is
routinely imagined before it is practiced” (Veracini, p. 59). As such, I utilize settler
colonialism’s situatedness in order to build out my larger argument about the ways in
which settler colonialism continually reproduces itself through the ideational and material
practices of climate change. To do so, I take settler colonialism to be an active mode of
cultural production in which land gives “initiation, substance, and form” (Mignolo &
Walsh, p. 16) to settler colonialism.
Up until this point I have largely grappled with the grounding assumptions of
critical and cultural studies of communication as they explain climate change discourses.
Yet, this study is situated within the particular contexts of climate change discourses
reshaped by U.S. green billionaires and, as such, takes up settler colonial forms. Although
critical cultural work theorizes colonization, is has “yet to adequately grapple with the
politics of settlement on Indigenous land. Critical and cultural studies projects are often
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grounded in assumptions that presume and erase settler colonial epistemologies so that
even in our best attempt to challenge systems of exclusion and privilege unwittingly reify
the normatively White Enlightenment subject, and the settler colonial grounds on which
it is formed” (Rowe& Tuck, p. 7). Paying attention to mechanisms of production behind
settler colonialism denaturalizes practices of settler reproduction (Lechuga, 2020, p. 378).
According to Rowe and Tuck, settler colonialism can be seen as “the specific
formation of colonialism in which people came to a land inhabited by (Indigenous)
people and declare that land to be their new home. Settler colonialism is about the pursuit
of land, not just labor and resources” (Rowe & Tuck, p. 4). Settler colonialism has been
noted by Patrick Wolfe (1999) and many scholars since then as a structure rather than an
event. As such, it has operative functions in which it produces and sustains itself through.
Some of these products are primarily material. This includes the production of space and
consumables while others are conceptual but, I argue, still produce material affects. This
includes Knowledge claims, political systems, subjectivities, and personal and collective
narratives. Looking at how these mechanisms interplay, Veracini (2010) describes the
settler situation as “characterized by a settler capacity to control the population economy
as a marker of a substantive type of sovereignty… [and] is associated with a particular
state of mind and a specific narrative form. Under these circumstances, the possibility of
ultimately discontinuing/decolonizing settler colonial forms remains problematic” (p. 12).
Additionally, settler colonialism isn’t a kind of passive hegemonic force that
remains central through as a flawed best practice for global society. Rather, settler
colonialism is active and activated through “communicable methods” of ongoing
capitalist settlement. Lechuga argues that “Patrick Wolfe suggests WSG organizes and
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endures through material mechanisms of ideological replacement, those that eliminate
native peoples from lands and then occupy those lands indefinitely: “settler colonizers
come to stay: invasion is a structure not an event … elimination is an organizing principal
of settler-colonial society rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence … . Settler
colonialism destroys to replace” (Lechuga, 2020, p. 380).
The settler colonialism arranges power through communicable methods in which
subjectivities and spatiotemporal logics are produced. Settler colonialism creates and recreates the conditions necessary for settler situations to exist by invoking capitalist
innovation to materialize settler mythologies. Additionally, it is essential to recognize the
ways in which settler colonialism is foundationally a mechanism of cultural production
based on relations with the land. The building of capital through land as the motivational
force makes “the accumulation of land is the objective of settler colonialism (unlike
labor-driven objectives of other forms of colonialism)” (Rowe & Tuck, p. 6). Using
climate technology as a communicable method of settler colonialism means that climate
discourse is used as a means of reproducing settler colonial situations (the production of
subjectifies rooted in individual sovereignty and the production of mythologies anchored
in settler spacetime).
As stated by Lechuga (2020), “settler colonialism leverages rhetoric to facilitate
the material arrangement of ideological power on lands and bodies. This orientation
illuminates the role rhetoric has had in mobilizing settler power through invoking
subjectivities, devising sovereignty claims, and circulating narratives of settler logic” (p.
378). Sovereignty, typically discussed as the ultimate dominion of power within a
particular space, is manifested within the individual settler through a particular
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relationship between people and the space they occupy. Veracini argues that for the
settler, individual sovereignty “is not the feudal nature of the relationships between local
European settlers and a distant sovereign that should be emphasized, but, on the contrary,
the specific nature of a self-governing capacity that is acquired via a voluntary movement
to a separate location” (p. 58). In other words, it is a kind of entitlement necessary to
claim belonging to stolen (home)lands. While authority (of knowledge) in other colonial
settings is found in notions of state sovereignty, the settler situation places authority
within the individual.
Veracini’s development of settler consciousness is developed through Lacan’s
notions of the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real in which a subject orient itself
through material and symbolic perceptions with the external world. For Veracini, “‘settler
society’ is in itself a fantasy emanating from a painful perception of growing
contradictions and social strife, where the prospect of settler migration literally operates
as a displacement of tension and where the longing for a classless, stationary, and settled
body politics can find expression” (Veracini, p. 75). This tension between the imaginary
notion of an innocent and settled body politic and the violent reality of continued
settlement produces a number of pathologies inherent to the settler, one of which is
disavowal, the denial of responsibility.

Living Media
The production of climate change discourse is involved in a process of worlding,
that Rice describes as not only orienting oneself within a particular worldview but also
exerting communicative forces that sustain that world. For Rice, worlding is a necessary
process of accumulating “evidence” or order to make sense out of the perceptions and
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narratives we’re immersed in. “Situations” as a set of circumstances one finds oneself in,
is based on experiential moments of active and embodied settler colonialism. As such,
this thesis relies on Fisher’s notions of narrative as a way of eliciting settler situations as
dynamic invocations of settler colonialism. Fisher’s narrative paradigm is built in
response to classical rhetorical theory’s reliance on argumentation and persuasion as a
means for achieving rational thought. In developing his paradigm, Fisher claims that
while classical rhetoric images a rhetor perceived as utilizing logical arguments to arrive
at truth, they are often also relying on affective and creative choices that appeal to
audiences in non-rational ways. Ultimately, Fisher’s narrative paradigm is meant to
complement rationality by emphasizing world-making as a necessary component to
Knowledge production.
A fundamental assumption of narrative scholars is that narrative is the code by
which human life revolves around. Narrative recognizes the ways in which culture
solidifies and sublimates in the present as it becomes and is mediated through memories
of the past and visions of the future. Further, visions of the future become real the more
they resonate with the evidence of the past that we’re already enmeshed in, as curated
within our living media archive. Fisher’s narrative, then, allows one to describe
knowledge production as an active and subjective process rather than as an objective
reality attained through rational thought. From this perspective, narrative reveals the
ways in which knowledge is invoked and invokes further rather than positioning
knowledge as something to be discovered. Narrative as a paradigm for viewing the
production of knowledge as a living process of becoming epistemologically,
ontologically, and cosmologically oriented so that experience may be “conceived,
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perceived, sensed, and described” (Mignolo & Walsh, p. 135). In the case of the three
billionaire’s in this study, their climate change discourse are not apolitical or objective
but rather are produced through narratives that point towards their colonial orientations.
As such, these narratives both reproduces and normalizes settler colonialism as well as
obscures alternative climate narratives. In other words, these climate discourses are
produced and made sense of by the organizing logic of settler colonialism.
Additionally, narratives as world-building forms become rendered through
accumulation. Accumulation describes the ways in which information is validated as it is
amassed through mechanisms of epistemological authority. This discursive authority, the
power of coloniality, is managed through what Mignolo and Walsh “call the domains
themselves the content of the conversation, or that which is enunciated. Conversely, the
broader level, where the domains are defined and interrelated, relates to the terms of the
conversation, or “enunciation” proper (p. 143). The more that climate discourse is created
through settler narratives, the more those narratives are taken as universal and natural
truths of climate change rather than a version of climate change told from the perspective
of settler world.
Using Fisher’s narrative paradigm, accumulation through epistemological
authority suggests that communicative practices, such as those surrounding climate
discourse, are coded for their fidelity with settler narratives. The narrative of innovative
technology is predicated on continuing business as usual or furthering present power
relations. In other words, this narrative is a mitigation effort that is faithful to the status
quo and therefor positioned as an attractive and viable option. As stated by Lechuga,
“when the organizing logics of settler colonialism are communicated effectively, this is
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“effective” rhetoric” (p. 381). Narratives told within settler frameworks are not
recognized by settlers as a truth but rather the truth. Technology as climate discourse
becomes validated through the accumulation and amplification of settler colonial
narratives – especially as those narratives resonate with materialized settlement seen as
familiar and unquestioned features of life.
Further, the explicit nature of settlement is disguised within these narratives as
innovation is positioned within broader discourses on modernity. Modernity/coloniality, a
Western invention, is built through communicable methods and rhetorical strategies.
According to Mignolo & Walsh (2018), “the rhetoric of modernity that aims to persuade
you through promises of progress, growth, development, and newness of objects
composed of three interrelated domains:” 1. a system of representations “based on the
presupposition of universal naming;” 2. rhetorical strategies “aimed at persuading you
that the world is as the field of representation tells you it is;” and, 3. that “the system of
representation and the rhetoric conveying the promises of modernity support a set of
global designs whose implementation would secure well-being and happiness of
everyone on earth” (Mignolo & Walsh, p. 139). In other words, the rhetoric of modernity
is based on “the belief that signs represent something existing is based on the
presupposition of universal naming. He who has the privilege of naming and implanting
His naming is able to manage knowledge, understanding, and subjectivity” (Mignolo &
Walsh, p. 139). Rather than acting as counterhegemonic critiques of modernity, climate
change discourses emanating from the U.S. often become constructed under a rhetoric of
modernity that stabilizes global power relations.
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It is also important to note that classical rhetorical theory is not just a
methodological tool of the academy but has also fundamentally coevolved with Western
political traditions that give shape to public life and shared meaning-making. Classical
rhetorical theory is based in Platonic notions of oratorical practice which “constructed a
vision of its audience as participating in the crafting of civic virtue under the guidance of
the citizen-orator. Rhetorical theory was not so much a distinct form of intellectual
inquiry as it was the practical part of political education. Politics in turn was conceived
not as a separate ‘sphere’ from the social or familial but as the place where the human
telos was to be achieved” (Aune, p. 18). Aune points to the ways in which the study of
rhetoric has always been directly tied to Western political life and a particular emphasis
on the creation of public life through notions of rationality and public speaking between
orator, audience, and community. In other words, rhetorical practices have always been
rooted in the founding and maintenance of the Western subject.
Aune also notes the ways in which political participation based on the “citizenorator” of classical rhetorical practice gave ways to a political rhetoric characterized by
the drive for a public, common good, and resistance to the corruption of centralized
government. In turn, republicanism became displaced by the language of liberalism as the
dominating framework for political life. Liberalism, and now neoliberalism, insists “that
individuals are the ultimate definers of moral value, that consensus on what would
constitute civic virtue is not only impossibly but dangerous, that politics is as much an
arena for oppression of others as it is one of self-fulfillment, and that government must
devise a system that recognizes and protects individual rights, especially, but not
exclusively, property rights” (p. 18-19).
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The move, in Western political discourse, to reject rhetoric as a tool of public
participation is ushered in by a realist worldview and the “self-defining subject inherited
from the Enlightenment” (p. 18) which presumes that knowledge is objective and
available to those who know how to gain access to it (i.e., rationality). Western society is
constructed through a rhetoric that conceals (and rejects) the necessity of rhetorical
practices within public discourse. For Aune, realism “asserts a rhetoric that is appealing
‘by explicitly and implicitly defining itself over other discourse that are identified as
inferior vehicles for knowing the political world because they are too discursive, too
caught up in their textuality to serve rational calculations… Realism also has a
communicative style that is rational because unadorned” (p. 61). In summary, rhetoric is
not only the study of persuasion but is instrumental to the worlding of Western society,
even in a moment in which “rhetoric” is positioned as a form of subjective
contamination.
Pushing against traditional rhetorical traditions, critical rhetoric offers tools for
understanding patterns of reasoning as the relationship between evidence (felt perceptions
and experienced materialities) and assertions (knowledge claims). Evidence, then, is not a
“raw material” ready for extraction and use (or, to construct proof) but rather is an
interaction “among author/speaker, audience, and conclusion” (Rice, 2020, p. 4). From
this perspective, knowledge claims are subjective and social, relying on speaker and the
conditions through which one speaks to become imbued with narrative authority. As
noted by Rice (2020), “rather than thinking about evidence as independent from us, the
‘users’ of evidence, we might instead begin to understand evidence as a living process
that is inherently tangled up in our own movements, encounters, affects, and
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relationships” (p. 15). The archive, then, can be seen as a feedback loop for settlers in a
settler colonial situation. It is something to refer to that settlers orient themselves within
as well as something that is maintained and/or changed to in the process of orientation.
Archives as a normalizing entity point to the ways in which settler colonialism conceals
itself while it asserts power.

“The Archive”
“The archive” as it has traditionally been referred to is a collection of materials
that is accumulated by a person or institution as primary sources for (evidence of) the
past. As institutionalized collections of objects, artifacts, and documents, archives are
typically studied in relation to public memory and is a hegemonic tool of collective
remembering and forgetting. Yet, through a postmodernist and post-structuralist lens,
scholars such as Derrida have expanded the definition of archive as an institutional
collection to understand it as “a process of knowledge production in the present” (Rice,
202, p. 16). At its foundation, the archive offers a way of discussing patterns among
seemingly dispirit rhetorical entities. Because of this, archive allows me to make sense of
rhetorical entities as multilayered, interdependent, textual, and material messages imbued
with settler colonial narrations functioning to construct social relations and
(environmental) behaviors. In other words, an archival approach allows me to place
disparate pieces of media in concert with one another to de/construct the narrations that
surround them. This is a dual process of deconstructing narratives that frame these pieces
of media and isolate them from one another while also constructing a new narrative,
‘settler climate narratives,’ which describes these pieces of media as dependent on one
another and significant of some larger cultural production.
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An archival approach to critical rhetorical analysis allows me to center cultural
production by looking beyond the archive as a collection of records in order to
understand how the archive produces, distributes, and organizes cultural power. In other
words, through the process of collecting materials that reflect popular U.S. environmental
knowledge I begin to ask the question, “what is this evidence of?” (Rice, 2020). I argue
that in looking at the archive on green billionaire technology, we are looking at explicit
climate narratives that are evidence of settler colonial mobilization. As settler colonialism
becomes revealed through the adding up of archival collections, belief emerges not only
as a way of deflecting the disturbing information of climate change but also as a way of
protecting a particular (settler) version of reality.
Scholarship on archival collections points to the importance of accumulation.
Rice (2020) describes this by the way “fragments and wreckage exist in different
registers. We do not rebuild from wreckage. Wreckage as such is a totality, existing only
as itself, for itself.” (p. 51) In addition to this, “the archive” is a means and medium of
settler colonialism. In other words, settler colonialism produces narratives,
consciousness, subjectivities, and senses of entitlement in the present through what I
would call an archive. Because of this, I utilize Rice’s definition of archive as “a process
of knowledge production in the present” (Rice, p. 16) and, more importantly, as the
“ordinary and extraordinary experiences in public life that leave lasting, palpable
residues, which then become our sources—our resources—for public discourse” (Rice, p.
16-17).
McKerrow notes doxastic knowledge as the foundation for critical rhetoric as
understanding the relationship between power and knowledge as concealing as much as it
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reveals. For McKerrow, “rather than focusing on questions of “truth” or “falsity,” a view
of rhetoric as doxastic allows the focus to shift to how the symbols come to possess
power—what they “do” in society as contrasted to what they “are” (McKerrow, p. 104).
Settler colonialism can be seen as an orienting process that not only produces symbols (or
a system of symbols) that resecures hegemonic centrality. In that settler colonialism is
hegemonic it is also normalized, “taken for granted”, and, in effect, invisible. In their
work on whiteness, Nakayama and Krizek (1995) build off of McKerrow’s use of critical
rhetoric in order to discuss whiteness as rhetorically constituted. In this work, they
develop the notion of strategic rhetoric to explain the ways in which whiteness asserts
itself as hegemonic by assuming “the position of uninterrogated space” (p. 293).
Nakayama and Krizek go on to claim that “the social location of ‘whiteness’ is
perceived as if it had a normative essence…. The invisibility of whiteness has been
manifested through its universality. The universality of whiteness resides in its already
defined position as everything” (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995, p. 293). Similarly, settler
colonialism is normalized and invisibilized in environmental Knowledge through the
assumed universality of the material relations it creates. These material relations, physical
places and the objects that make them up, operate as an ephemeral, adaptive, and every
day archive that settler live in, build meaning out of, and orient ourselves to. In a chapter
on the intercultural spectatorship of transnational performance Taylor (2003) notes that
“hegemonic spectators profit from nonidentification” (p. 234). Further, she claims that
from this perspective “the onus is on the performance, not the spectator, to create
meaning… Spectators, secure in their position of the imperial eye/I outside the frame,
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pass judgement. Instead of breaking down our responses as spectators, we might simply
repeat them. Cultural habits dress up as critique” (Taylor, 2003, p. 235).

Methodology
This study seeks to understand the effect of climate change discourse as it is
produced by U.S. green billionaire narrations in order to ask how these narrations
stabilize or change the underlying ideologies of coloniality within the Anthropocene. This
thesis is guided by the following questions: why do what U.S. green billionaires say
matter and how do their narrations of climate change obscure or illuminate the conditions
of coloniality? Positioned within critical intercultural and environmental communication,
this study understands how narratives are produced within the accumulation of multiple
pieces of media, what I refer to as an archive.
In other words, narratives exist within mediated archives, meaning that media
don’t only contain but also circulate narratives as new media is created in line with
existent media’s patterns (Rifkin, p. 3). I argue that green billionaires produce climate
discourse in line with patterns emanating from settler narrative from as a particular,
activated, and landed cultural politic of coloniality. This thesis follow’s Veracini’s claim
that “settler narrative structures remain powerful, reproducible, and mobilizable whether
in relation to reconstructions of the past or imaginings of the future” (p. 102).
In order to answer these questions, this thesis utilizes three qualitative case study
of U.S. green billionaires, Bill Gates, Mark Lore, and Elon Musk, and their expressed
visions for the future. These visions are composed of digital media contained in an online
environment and includes an interview and a website from each of the three subjects. As
a collection, these six media artifacts act as an archive that speaks to the settler narrations
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about climate change that justify technology as a monolithic mitigation effort. These case
studies are meant to be a detailed study of the rhetorical constitution of settler situations
via climate mediation.
Lore, Gates, and Musk were chosen for this study based on their similar
engagements with climate change. Each of these billionaires have been involved in
climate change discourse via the production of online media that often centers on their
contribution to mitigation efforts, almost exclusively through large technology projects
and their visions for the design of a future global society. Additionally, I argue that green
billionaires produce climate narratives that not only fit the existent patterns of other
mediations of settler narrative online but also with the existent patterns of material
settlement in day-to-day life. While this case study focuses on digital media as archival
artifacts, I also argue that this virtual archive is reinforced by a lived archive sedimented
through the “banal artifacts of everyday life” (Rice, p. 16).
The archive was then analyzed using a critical rhetorical approach which allows
for an understanding of what symbols do in society. Rice also claims that “one task for
rhetoricians is to ask how certain orientations are produced and maintained” (p. 52). This
thesis follows this task by asking how orientations towards ongoing settlement are
produced and maintained within the climate discourse of green billionaires. Media from
the archive was analyzed independently from one another and then again as a collection
in order to identify two key themes of settler colonialism and mobilization.
Settler colonialism is re/produced as tellings of the past and the future and are
materialized within mediated archives made up of media, artifacts, and structures. These
archives, as materialized narrative forms, allows for the process of worlding, defined by
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Rice (2020) as actively anchoring, making, and sustaining a “sensual world” (p. 40). The
notion of a sensual world as actively produced goes hand in hand with the use of
narrative in this thesis. In other words, our collective understanding of climate change has
more to do with our cultural orientations, how culture shapes the way we think, and how
the way we think is or is not consubstantiated by our material world than it has to do with
the objective facts of climate change. Additionally, ‘sensual world making’ requires a
sense of where and when from which world emerges and subjects are embedded. I refer
to settler situations as active moments of orientation within settler narrative forms.

Archive Description
Engineering Earth. Bill Gates is most famously known for being the cofounder
of Microsoft, a multinational technological corporation and one of the top five American
information technology companies, and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, reported in
2020 as the second largest charitable foundation in the world, holding $49.8 billion in
assets. In 2021 Gates published How to Avoid a Climate Disaster: The Solutions We
Have and The Breakthroughs We Need as a buildup to COP26, the UN Climate Change
Conference in Glasgow (Stanford Energy, 2021). This publication led Gates on a virtual
book tour in which we took place in many interviews about the solutions Gates proposes.
One such interview hosted by Stanford Energy’s Global Energy Dialogues was
chosen to be included in this archive. This interview appears both on Stanford Energy’s
website but is primarily published as an open access video on YouTube. This video was
chosen for two reasons. First, standing in association with Stanford Energy, this interview
is attributed a notable amount of intellectual validation. In fact, throughout the video
Gates alludes to a number of projects and occasions in which he has worked with
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Stanford faculty and other highly regarded figures with high academic and professional
standing. Secondly, this video was chosen because it exists on the internet as public
information regarding climate change. It is easily searchable and even appears as one of
the search results when the search term “climate change” is entered on YouTube. As
such, I have regarded this video as public information on climate change.
In conjunction with this interview, I have also chosen the website of one of Gates’
companies, Breakthrough Energy. In part, this website was chosen because it shares a
term with Gates’ book, “breakthrough.” This is significant because it shows the level of
investment Gates has in pursuing advancements in technology to deal with climate
change. I have also chosen this website because it is directly connected to Gates’ vision
for the future and includes information on many of the projects Gates mentions in his
interview. While Gates has other websites that touch on the topic of climate change, such
as his personal blog, gatesnotes.com, no other so clearly shows his personal vision for the
future.
The Escape to Space. Elon Musk, in addition to being the founder, CEO, and
Chief Engineer of SpaceX, is also the CEO and product architect of Tesla, Inc. (an
electric vehicle manufacturer), founder of The Boring Company (a tunnel construction
company) and X.com (an online bank and now part of PayPal), co-founder of Neuralink
(a neurotechnological company focused on developing brain-computer interfaces),
OpenAI (a nonprofit research company that promotes “friendly artificial intelligence”),
and Zip2 (a company that provided and licensed online city guide software to
newspapers), president of the Musk Foundation, and a newly appointed member of the
board of directors of Twitter.
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In April 2022 Musk celebrated the grand opening of the Gigafactory, now one of
the world’s largest buildings, which currently operates as a Tesla manufacturing facility
out of Texas. On that day Musk took part in an interview with the founder of TedTalks,
Chris Anderson, to discuss Musk’s idea of the future and the business ventures he has
pursued to get there. This interview was a follow up on a previous Ted interview that
took place in 2017 entitled, “The future we’re building”. Musk’s 2022 Ted interview was
selected due to it’s explicit reference to the creation of a climate ready future.
Additionally, Musk’s website, detailing one of Musk’s most controversial projects,
SpaceX, was chosen based on it’s use of sustainability rhetoric as well as its direct
engagement with settlement.
Inspiration4 is the “world’s first all-civilian mission to orbit” operated by Elon
Musk’s SpaceX company. In 2002 Musk founded SpaceX with the goal of reducing the
price of space flight in the pursuit of the colonization of Mars. SpaceX gained attention
after sending the first privately funded rocket in to orbit, later becoming the first private
company to launch, orbit, and recover space material, and then the first private company
to send a spacecraft to the International Space Station. Inspiration4’s mission was to
secure orbital spaceflight with only citizens aboard, successfully completing this mission
after four civilians were boarded the spacecraft, Resilience, on September 16, 2021. Two
days later Resilience splashed down in the Atlantic Ocean and its parts were successfully
reclaimed.
Futurity’s Perfection. Marc Lore is an American entrepreneur and businessman
known for being the former President CEO of U.S. eCommerce for Walmart. In
September of 2021, Lore stepped down from his position with Walmart in order to pursue
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his next venture, “a multi-decade project to build ‘a city of the future’ supported by ‘a
reformed version of capitalism,’” named Telosa (Del Ray, 2021). In an interview on the
podcast Business Casual produced by journalist and former employee of Lore, Nora Ali,
and comedian Scott Rogosky, Lore discusses his vision for and motivations behind what
he refers to as his latest start up, the city of Telosa.
In addition to Lore’s interview on Business Casual, his website,
thecityoftelosa.com, was chosen to be included in the archive. This website acts as a
portfolio of the project, detailing his philosophical framework, the steps needed to
complete this project, and architectural illustrations of the city to come. This website also
includes many candid images of people, providing the viewer with an image of the city’s
potential populace and their activities. More recently, this website has also been turned
into a pseudo-platform for discussion through the inclusion of a small poll and a link to
register for the city’s first Town Hall, held virtually in July 2022.

Methods
This thesis involved two overarching methodological procedures. First, an archive
was curated which focused on popular climate narratives emanating from the U.S.,
particularly those surrounding climate technology. While this archive was restricted to
digital content found online, it was ultimately informed by the notion of archives as
worlding mechanisms (Rice, 2020) that work in conjunction with our day-to-day life.
Secondly, the archive was analyzed using the principals of critical rhetoric (McKerrow,
1989), specifically by critiquing settler colonial mobilization.
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In curating the archive, I looked for digital online content made up of artifacts that
contained direct expressions of green billionaire’s visions for the future. I decided to
focus on three green billionaires, Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and Mark Lore based on their
similar engagements with climate change, focused on technological innovation, large
technology projects, and the want to design a future for global society. I also decided that
I wanted to collect two artifacts of each billionaire, an interview and a website.
Interviews and websites were chosen due to the highly personalizable and
updatable nature of their medium. Additionally, while websites are personalized but still
highly curated versions of these billionaire’s visions for the future, interviews allow for
slightly more candid and improvised narrations. Each interview was chosen because of its
topical relevance, recency (all were produced within the last 2 years), and because of
their comparable size (each were about 1 hour in length). Each website was chosen in
accordance to major projects that were brought up in the interviews. In doing this, the
website operated as a more detailed implementation of a particular project that
represented the future to them.
While archives are traditionally thought of through the collecting and keeping of
artifacts, especially as they are held within particular institutional repositories, the archive
referred to in this thesis was never kept in any particular location. In doing so, archive
was implemented in a way that pushed against conventions of archival practices of
preservation and record keeping while still engaging with the heart of archives as
mechanisms of Knowledge production and sedimentation. In other words, while this
archive was processed, it was never kept. Each artifact remained where it was found,
standing as an individual piece of online digital media, isolated from all other artifacts in
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the collection. The “retrieval” of archival artifacts for data collection and analysis meant
returning to the places on the internet where they were originally published and since
updated.
In doing so, I was intentional about not wanting to reproduce these artifacts as
authorities on climate change by placing them in a preservable collection,
institutionalizing them, or reproducing them in place. Despite this more nebulous take on
archive, as not containing something that you can necessarily point to, archive was
utilized to reveal a larger normalizing structure that exists amongst and between these
artifacts which give them the capacity to shape the way people think about climate
change. In short, archive was used to engaged with the mobility of knowledge and the
way it is produced and destroyed through practices of remembering and forgetting.
After curating the archive, I then analyzed this collection using the principals of
critical rhetorical analysis, specifically looking for elements of settler colonialism within
these narratives. Analyzing for settler colonialism in these artifacts translated into looking
for patterns within individual items and across the archive as a whole. Additionally,
archive became a particularly powerful tool in conjunction with the study of settler
colonialism since these elements of settler colonialism are so broad, often unnamed, and
can manifest in a number of different ways. While looking at any one individual’s
climate narrative could be dismissed as a personal take, looking at what accumulates
across these narratives’ points to a larger organizing settler structure.
I defined settler colonialism as a system of meaning making and justification
premised on settler occupation. Through this definition, communication is a means and
mode of settler colonization. In other words, settlers produces and circulates narrative
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forms which organize subjects and materials in order to maintain an orientation towards
ongoing settlement. Something that continued to anchor me along the way was the
following quote by Veracini (2012): “whether they envisage a progressive movement or
identify a degenerative tendency, settler narrative structures remain powerful,
reproducible, and mobilizable whether in relation to reconstructions of the past or
imaginings of the future” (Veracini, p. 102).
In short, while settler colonialism is articulated, directly and indirectly, in many
different ways, it has some key characteristics. Settler colonialism is based on
authoritative control over the land—rather than stewardship, belonging to, being in
communion with, etc.. This control over the land is based on an inherent sense of
individual sovereignty in which the capacity to govern oneself is carried into being
‘founders of political orders.’ And, most distinctly, settlers are marked by their
movement into a place. This, in conjunction with individual sovereignty and control over
land, requires that settlers ‘destroy to replace’ because anything that competes or
contradicts a settler worldview is seen as an immediate threat. Continuous movement in
marks settler time in which the present is always attached to fears of degeneration or
hopes of regeneration.
As I worked through archival materials, each artifact was analyzed individually
and then ultimately as a collection. Additionally, in looking for settler colonial patterns, I
had to examine oral, written, and visual components of the artifacts—starting first with
the three interviews. I began with the interviews because each interview encompassed
concise snapshots of these billionaires visions and the actions needed to produce the
future they desired. Ultimately, each interview gave context to the content presented in
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each of the three websites. I began by listening to each interview several times through,
following alone with a printed transcript. At first, settler colonialism was not obvious in
what these billionaires had to say. Besides Musk’s project to create a Martian colony,
there were no explicit references to settler colonialism in what these billionaires had to
say about climate change. Because of this, I approach each interview by first outlining the
content of the interview itself. I listed what questions were asked, summaries of their
responses, projects named, problems identified, the way they spoke of climate change
more generally, who they saw there projects as being for, and the extent to which they
had a sense of collective accountability.
In outlining these interviews, common themes began to emerge within a single
interview as well as across the three. I began to see that the way these billionaires framed
climate change had a lot to do with how they narrated the present and the possibilities of
the future. There were also common elements in how they referred to various agents
within the issue of climate change (ex. who is responsible, who is impacted, who should
take action, etc.), and what value systems and principals were essential to preserve in the
face of climate existential threat. These were all aspects of the interviews that began with
scientific information about climate change but ended in a story that told a partial or
singular truth about climate change. Narrative emerged as they took the facts and
technical details of climate change and integrated them into their visions for the projects
they were selling. In other words, climate narratives emerged as billionaires crafted lines
of reasoning that connected the evidence of climate change with their assertions about
what should be done. In effect, these green billionaires created space for themselves to
enter the conversation as they took agreed upon facts, applied settler colonial logic, and
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produced claims that they then asserted as universal, objective, neutral, and absolute.
Therefore, in analyzing I looked for the system of reasoning that brought these
billionaires to the conclusion that technological innovation was the most important way
to approach mitigation.
Additionally, while looking for lines of reasoning that connected evidence and
claim, was easily evident in interviews since this is a primary organizing structure of
Western dialogue, reasoning appeared differently once I turned towards the websites.
After listening to these interviews several times over, I began to look at these billionaire’s
websites, taking time to browse what kind of written, visual, and design based
information was included and how that compared to the narratives presented in the
interviews. I began to notice that similar lines of reasoning were present on their
websites, however, the websites appeal was most entirely visual. At this point I began to
toggle between the website and the interview of each of these three billionaires, allowing
the websites to fill in the gaps of the interviews and vice versa. While many of the same
key words were used in both, the websites supplemented the interviews in their use of
particular design elements (i.e., color pallets, images, diagrams, icons, font styles and
sizes, etc.) which ultimately structured a palpable affect and tone to affirm and reinforce
their arguments.

Analysis
These green billionaires participate in settler worlding as they narrate the future in
relation to dominant climate change discourses. In each piece of media, it is clear that
these billionaire’s vision for the future are all framed around notions that climate change
is something of concern and that changes to society need to be made in order to move
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away from an apocalyptic future and towards a utopic one. Looking at these narratives
from the lens of settler colonialism, each piece of media indicated that these billionaire’s
narratives were not self-contained projects but rather were all oriented around
maintaining and reproducing a settler world.
An essential idea that united each piece of media into an archive is expressed in
the following quote by Veracini: “whether they envisage a progressive movement or
identify a degenerative tendency, settler narratives structures remain powerful,
reproducible, and mobilizable whether in relation to reconstructions of the past or
imaginings of the future” (Veracini, p. 102). Starting with this idea that settler narratives
are world building projects (physically and imagined) each of the six artifacts were
analyzed for the ways in which settlers develop a sense of place that orient the individual
towards and justifies the mission of the settler collective. My notion of settler colonialism
is that the various mechanisms of settler worlding (from the development of media to the
development of landscapes) occur via the creation of a spatiotemporal schema (a kind of
mental terraforming) coupled with an inherent sense of individual sovereignty that tethers
the settler to the schema.

Engineering Earth
HowToAvoidClimateDisaster Interview. In February of 2021, Bill Gates
published “How To Avoid Climate Disaster: The Solutions We Have and the
Breakthroughs We Need.” In it, Gates lays out what he has learned from nearly a decade
of involvement in efforts to combat climate change. The publication of the book sparked
a number of interviews and climate talks including the Global Energy Dialogues
facilitated by Dr. Arun Majumdar, co-director of Stanfard’s Precourt Institute for Energy.

52

In this talk Standford Energy describes Gates as a philanthropist and “celebrated
innovator” and his book as “urgent” and “authoritative.”
In this hour-long interview Gates discusses his vision for tackling climate change.
Of the three billionaires in this archive, Gates’ vision for the future is most directly linked
to climate mitigation on a global scale, although Gates spends less time imagining what
the future will look like and more time imagining what it would take to get there. In
doing this, Gates frames climate change as a global crisis that requires that the “need to
transform almost everything” through investment in innovative technology and policy.
This climate conversation is also intimately woven onto the realities of the COVID-19
global pandemic. Dr. Majumdar even suggests within minutes of starting that we think of
climate change as “COVID in slow motion,” urging us to see COVID as minor in
comparison to what we could happen in the decades to come. From this perspective, the
future is dark and while the horizon is still hazy, we are left with the suggestion that it
doesn’t have to be bad. Comparing climate change to COVID-19 gives us a backdrop
onto which the audience can map their greatest fears and worries about a world without
the breakthroughs we need.
When Gates appears on camera he is dressed in his normal uniform, a white
button up underneath a Microsoft blue sweater. He appears friendly, smiling and nodding
along throughout the entire interview while his calm but confident tone and expressive
hand gestures amplify his authoritative position. He claims that his “basic optimism” is
based in “the power to invest.” Before Gates begins to speak, a pre-recorded video
narrated by himself plays. In this video images of beautiful wild landscapes flash inbetween images of factories, pollution, and overcrowded spaces. The numbers 0 and 51
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billion come up again and again to signal the audience that these are our two indicators.
Now and then, present and future, 51 billion tons of greenhouse gases to absolute zero.
Gates explains, “now the world needs another breakthrough, in fact, it needs many
breakthroughs” to get to 0 by 2050 “while still meeting the world’s basic needs.” Up until
this point Gates has still not mentioned what kinds of innovation is necessary.
While this video is only the beginning of the conversation, reoccurring words and
phrases appear throughout the hour that affirm the climate change narrative created in the
beginning. Phrases such as “tack the crisis,” “daunting task,” “tremendous strides,” and
“sparking discoveries” signal to the audience that climate change is an overwhelming
threat but that, with the help of innovators and new technology, there is reason to be
positive and place trust in those pursuing the discoveries that can save the world. For
Gates, “the best minds” are required to solve climate change, particularly those in
technology industries, financial sectors, engineering and other physical and planetary
sciences. He claims that “even economics” is necessary to truly understand and tackle
climate change, something he knows because he has “studied climate change in detail
everything from the carbon intensive processes for manufacturing steel and cement to the
policies we need to deploy clean energy innovations at scale to the impact of energy
poverty on the world's poorest.”
A vast majority of Gates’ discussion centers on calling these elite institutions and
groups of experts to save the world. It is clear that despite Gates’ work being celebrated
as “wide-ranging, practical—and accessible” Gates is directing his thoughts at a
particular group trained in climate science, and possibly policy. He uses extensive
amounts of jargon and abbreviations that would only be known to those already privy to
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these conversations. He even makes many references to the inner networks of climate
policy happening on the national and international level that Gates has been involved
without naming or explaining their significance or impact. Yet, in between long segments
of jargon-filled reflection on current solutions being proposed and implemented, Gates
insists that “we’ve got to enlist everyone in this very hard work” and “people need to feel
engaged.” While Gates’ authoritative demeanor and charisma make it easy to
metaphorically jump from 51 to 0 without truly understanding what happens in-between,
upon closer reflection it is difficult to understand who exactly he means by “everyone.”
Amongst possibly areas of innovation, Gates explains that “in climate you’ve got
the mitigation which is this idea of reducing emissions and you’ve got adaptation which
is helping the people who are being negatively affected already.” For Gates it seems as
though mitigation is the focus of his work as he thinks through various areas of emission
that have largely been left out of the climate conversation. While the idea of innovation is
not new, most climate innovation has been focused in wind, solar, and electric vehicles.
Gates’ primary concern is in developing innovative technology in other areas of
emission, such as cement and steel industries, food and agriculture, and transportation, as
well as bringing the green premiums for those ventures down to zero. In short, his goal is
to create “innovation demand” to increase “innovation supply.” In this vision, the average
person, the “everyone” Gates refers to, are necessary pawns in the business of climate.
Outside of classes of experts and decision-making bodies, the individual is
positioned as a necessary pawn as Gates is “asking people in this one to invest ahead of
the problem.” The average person is asked to use their voice politically to vote and
discuss “high risk venture capital” projects, to help in reducing the green premium by
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consuming sustainably, and to be an employee that prompts their jobs into engaging in
climate change innovation. People are not described in terms of family, community,
culture, spiritual/religious affiliation, and, for the most part, identity, they are agents of
capital. In fact, the few times positionality within nation or global development dynamics
(i.e., first and third world) is mentioned, it is used in ways that contradict Gates’ claims
that what is needed is everyone’s participation and “global cooperation.”
It is not until 38 minutes into the interview that justice enters the conversation
despite the continuous praise for Gate’s comprehensive and holistic approach (a praise
primarily based on Gates’ choice to focus on many, rather than one, areas of emission).
At this point in the interview, Dr. Majumdar prompts Gates to reflect on a chapter in his
book in which we talks about adaptation rather than mitigation when he states, “let me
switch the topic to environmental justice.” He also quickly asks, “why is this important to
you?” a seemingly rhetorical question since he doesn’t stop for a response. Justice is an
add on, the icing on top of an already decorated cake. At this point, a Stanford student
from Tanzania chimes in to ask Gates, “What should the role of developing countries be
in changing the climate future for the world?” Unlike other questions, Gates stumbles in
answering, and begins by talking about why Tanzania is in a particularly difficult
situation due to its ecology, low productivity, high population growth, and inadequate
farming practices. He never, at this point nor any other time in the interview, explains
why that might be the case nor does he elaborate on other global power imbalances that
have created these vulnerabilities. Tanzania is simply less developed, “so we owe it to
Tanzania uh to innovate.”
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Gates’ only answer to this question is to explain how wealthy nations should
subsidize less-wealthy nations and how we shouldn’t impose emissions constraints on
poorer countries if rich countries can’t even meet them. Gates continues to tip toe around
the original question, what is the role of developing countries, by re-centering wealthy
nations as the norm, the “everyone,” in ways that frame places like Tanzania as
dependent on the First world for advice and to ultimately rescue them from harm. It is not
until Gates is asked about government’s role in climate innovation that Gates actually
engages notions of justice. In talking about pushback to Biden’s Build Back Better
initiative, Gates explains:
“learning about environmental justice that was a new thing to me… You know, the
degree to which local water pollution, air pollution, ended up in the low-income
communities affecting people of color by far disproportionately I didn’t have the
awareness of that. So it's wonderful that you know as we're doing these plans we start to
have that in our mind. If you think globally, the injustice you know is also very strong
because it's the poorest countries that are suffering. Those are, you know, near the
equator whereas it's the rich countries where historically the U.S. is the biggest emitter.
You know we've caused the problem and yet they're the ones who suffer so there's a lot
of justice considerations that this plan has to take into account”

This particular explanation warrants further discussion. Gate’s claim that he has largely
been unaware of global climate injustice is bizarre in relation to the previous description
he provided to Dr. Majumdar of his personal journey to the climate conversation. In this
narrative Gates states that he became interested in climate change by way of his work in
global health and development initiative through the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.
Through this work
While Gates is primarily engaged in climate conversations as a business owner,
he does hold a particularly powerful position of influence in international decision
making. Outside of his reputation and previous experiences, this becomes immediately
obvious by the panel that first appears directly at the bottom of the video, almost as if it is
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a part of the video itself. There is no exit command and when clicked on, the panel takes
you to an external page, “What is Climate Change?,” from the UN’s Climate Action
website that is meant to be a direct source of fact based information. These panels, as
well as other similar prompts, started appearing a few years ago in response to rampant
misinformation circulating on the internet. They are meant to be a way of providing basic
background information sourced from trusted and independent partners. Yet, this
particular panel stands as a representation to me of the intimate connections between
international governance and private business—particularly in spaces where public
information on climate change is being created. In using neutral language to describe
climate change as “mainly caused by human activities,” the UN affirms Gates’ seemingly
apolitical and objective stance.

Figure 2
YouTube information panel on climate change

Note. This image is a screenshot taken from YouTube’s publication of Gate’s interview with Stanford
Energy. The panel is meant to provide context to anyone viewing Gate’s interview, redirecting the viewer
to the U.N. Climate Action website entitled, “What is Climate Change?”. Since anyone can publish content
to YouTube and since YouTube is a widely used platform for information seeking, these panels have been
implemented by the website in an effort to combat misinformation.

BreakthroughEnergy.org. Breakthrough Energy is, as described by Gates in the
above interview, a “high risk capital venture-type funding [company] to break through
green premium and fund financially risky projects.” Established by Gates and a coalition
of private investors in 2015, Breakthrough Energy is “concerned about the impacts of
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accelerating climate change” and “supports the innovations that will lead the world to
net-zero emissions.”

Figure 3
Screenshot of Breakthrough Energy website.

Note. This screenshot was taken from the homepage of Gates’ website, BreakthroughEnergy.org. The
image shows a gradient of sky blue to seafoam green with white sanserif text stating, “We need to get to
zero.”

Figure 4
Screenshot two of Breakthrough Energy website.

Note. This screenshot was taken from the homepage of Gates’ website, BreakthroughEnergy.org. This
image depicts an arial shot of some unnamed urban center overlayed in a deep blue. At the foreground is
white sanserif text stating, “Every Year, The World Adds 51 Billion Tons of Greenhouse Gases to the
Atmosphere” with the phrase “51 Billion Tons of Greenhouse Gases” written in larger text for emphasis.
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The Escape to Space
TEDx Interview. On April 6th, 2022, Musk participated in an interview with the
head of TED, Chris Anderson, who established the TED conferencing platform in 2002.
The interview was recorded at the Tesla Texas Gigafactory, now one of the biggest
buildings in the world, on the day of its grand opening as a $1.1 billion manufacturing
facility. In Anderson’s words, this interview discusses how Musk’s innovations “could
help maximize the lifespan of humanity and create a world where goods and services are
abundant and accessible for all” (Musk, 2022).
After very brief introductions, Anderson begins quickly by asking Musk, “to help
us, kind of, cast our minds, I don't know, 10, 20, 30 years into the future. And help us try
to picture what it would take to build a future that's worth getting excited about.” Musk’s
ability to produce an exciting future is the main focus of the entire podcast as the two
discuss project after project that will save the world from a grim fate. It is this idea of a
future worthy of excitement that frames the remainder of the interview as Musk is
prompted to describe his projects, his vision for their success, and the motivation that
pushed him into action. Yet, the notion of casting one’s mind into the future (especially
in the increment of 10 to 30 years) is not unique to Musk’s innovation nor is it a question
independent of a history of climate mitigation efforts.
As Musk describes his optimism about the future he is already beginning to
develop settler world. In previous interviews Musk has emphasized excitement about the
future as a primary motivation for the work that he does. But this excitement about the
future does not stand alone but rather is contextualized into a larger narrative of climate
apocalypse. As Musk says, “life cannot simply be about sort of, solving one miserable
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problem after another.” The climate movement has long had a stigma that dealing with
climate change requires sacrifice, strict discipline, and frugality. Life in the
Anthroposcene is characterized by Musk as miserable, not necessarily because of global
socioecological injustices but rather because our unchecked wants and desires are being
questioned.
Anderson touches on this characterization of climate change as he begins to ask
Musk what a future of excitement would look like: “So if you look forward 30 years, you
know, the year 2050 has been labeled by scientists as this, kind of, almost like this
doomsday deadline on climate. There's a consensus of scientists, a large consensus of
scientists, who believe that if we haven't completely eliminated greenhouse gases or
offset them completely by 2050, effectively we're inviting climate catastrophe. Do you
believe there is a pathway to avoid that catastrophe?”
In line with Musk’s business-scientist persona, Musk frames climate discourse
around technological innovation, market mechanisms, and the “sustainable energy
economy.” According to Musk the three elements of a globally sustainable energy
economy are energy generation (primarily wind and solar but also hydro, geothermal, and
Musk claims to even be an advocate for nuclear), stationary battery packs for storing
energy, and electric transport (cars, planes, boats, etc.).
Speaking on Musk’s venture to make spacefaring citizenship, Musk even states
that “ultimately, it’s not really possible to make electric rockets, but you can make the
propellant used in rockets using sustainable energy”. After explaining a sustainable
energy economy design, Musk quickly follows his response by noting the “limiting
factors on progress” which primarily fall upon battery cell production: “whatever the
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slowest element of the whole lithium-ion battery cells supply chain, from mining and the
many steps of refining to ultimately creating a battery cell and putting it into a pack, that
will be the limiting factor on progress towards sustainability”. What stands out to me
immediately is that “sustainability” ultimately must exist in tandem with a system of
seemingly unaccounted for manufacturing processes such as extractive mining and
refinement labor.
Musk’s vision for the future is premised on a seemingly exponential growth and
progress. I am particularly interested in how Anderson feeds on Musk’s premise of
excitement when he asks, “are people entitled to get a little bit excited about the
possibilities of that world?” Musk’s response is worth quoting at length:
Musk: People should be optimistic about the future. Humanity will solve sustainable
energy. It will happen if we, you know, continue to push hard, the future is bright and
good from an energy standpoint. And then it will be possible to also use that energy to do
carbon sequestration. It takes a lot of energy to pull carbon out of the atmosphere because
in putting it in the atmosphere it releases energy. So now, you know, obviously in order
to pull it out, you need to use a lot of energy. But if you've got a lot of sustainable energy
from wind and solar, you can actually sequester carbon. So you can reverse the CO2 parts
per million of the atmosphere and oceans. And also you can really have as much fresh
water as you want. Earth is mostly water. We should call Earth “Water.” It's 70 percent
water by surface area. Now most of that’s seawater, but it's like we just happen to be on
the bit that's land.
Anderson: And with energy, you can turn seawater into -Musk: Yes.
Anderson: Irrigating water or whatever water you need.
Musk: At very low cost. Things will be good.
Anderson: Things will be good. And also, there's other benefits to this non-fossil fuel
world where the air is cleaner -Musk: Yes, exactly. Because, like, when you burn fossil fuels, there's all these side
reactions and toxic gases of various kinds. And sort of little particulates that are bad for
your lungs. Like, there's all sorts of bad things that are happening that will go away. And
the sky will be cleaner and quieter. The future's going to be good.

Not only will Musk’s world be cleaner and cheaper, but it will also be abundant:
“Any goods and services will be available to anyone who wants them. It'll be so cheap to
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have goods and services, it will be ridiculous” In grappling with Musk’s image, Anderson
says, “I'm presuming it should be possible to imagine a bunch of goods and services that
can't profitably be made now but could be made in that world, courtesy of legions of
robots” In which Musk replies, “Yeah. It will be a world of abundance. The only scarcity
that will exist in the future is that which we decide to create ourselves as humans”
Amongst his corporate accomplishments, the interview has been framed around
the notion of developing climate mitigation efforts that allow us to get excited for the
future as a way of escaping the doomsday mentality that makes up a majority of
mainstream climate discourse. In doing so, Musk not only shares his vision for the future
but also elaborates on his motivations and why he dedicates so much time and effort into
developing the technologies his companies aspire to create. In his words,
“I am not one of those doomsday people, which may surprise you. I actually think we’re
on a good path. But at the same time, I want to caution against complacency. So, so long
as we are not complacent, as long as we have a high sense of urgency about moving
towards a sustainable energy economy, then I think things will be fine. So I can’t
emphasize that enough, as long as we push hard and are not complacent, the future is
going to be great. Don’t worry about it, I mean, worry about it, but if you worry about it,
ironically, it will be a self-unfulfilling prophecy”

A future worth getting excited for, according to Musk, entails products such as selfdriving cars, humanoid robots, brain-machine neural networks, Martian colonies, and
“expanding human consciousness”. Most of the interview was focused on Musk’s two
main project: SpaceX and the intelligent Optimus robot at Tesla.
In these quotes Musk continuously frames his enterprises as for the greater good
of all humanity. In doing so he is calling out to a universal human. Abstraction creates a
standard assumption that all human beings are created and treated equally. This is a
particularly power feature of settler colonialism. A sense of inherent individual
sovereignty allows Musk to export his sense of self, drafting a vision of humanity made
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in his own vision. Despite the notion that Musk carries that he is objective and truly
unbiased.
In fact, Musk spends a great deal of this interview describing humanity and the
human subject. In doing so, qualifies humanness and what it means to be included.
Qualifying, or perhaps at times, quantifying humanness seems to be integral to the design
of his future as he makes sure to bring his idea of what it means to be human the forefront
of his tech designs.
After detailing his vision’s design, Musk is called upon to describe the politics of
this future. One of Musk’s most unconventional project has been his creation of the
world’s first private space flight. His goal, as he says, is to create space faring citizenship.
While Musk has not quite been able to reach another planet, his end goal is to build a city
on Mars. Yet, Musk himself has never described this settlement as a type of colonialism.
Additionally, while the main focus is on SpaceX and Tesla, Anderson points out the
seemingly purposeful interconnections between these various projects and the ways that
points to a larger continuity in design:
“So, Elon, as I think more about this incredible array of things that you're involved with, I
keep seeing these synergies, to use a horrible word, between them. You know, for
example, the robots you're building from Tesla could possibly be pretty handy on
Mars, doing some of the dangerous work and so forth. I mean, maybe there's a scenario
where your city on Mars doesn't need a million people, it needs half a million people and
half a million robots. And that's a possibility. Maybe The Boring Company could play a
role helping create some of the subterranean dwelling spaces that you might need”

It is not just that Musk is involved in one dimension of climate mitigation, but rather
takes on several projects that, when viewed together, allow for the processes of settler
terraforming. Musk denies any interconnections or larger agenda uniting his various
projects.
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Ispiration4.com. Looking into just one of Musk’s many projects, SpaceX caught
my attention because of its explicit engagement with settlement. Yet, while SpaceX is
explicitly and proudly involved with creating a new settlement on Mars, it often does not
get the same criticisms as other settlement missions on Earth. A part of me was led to
believe that this was in part due to the seemingly innocuous assumption that because
there is no human life on Mars, there is no possibilities for violence or injustice. And,
while it is an incredibly anthropocentric world view that gives this idea substance, I came
to notice that even from an anthropocentric lens, SpaceX is indeed involved in a humanbased colonial mission.
I became particularly interested in this project as it has, like many of green
billionaire’s projects, been drafted by the image the progressive evolution of humanity.
Climate change becomes an excuse to push humanity to its next stage or, as Musk stated
in the above interview, to advance humanity beyond the “great filter” of handedness or
attachment to place. After all of Earth has been conquered and occupied, the next step is
to move the human species on to other planets.
Because SpaceX has not yet reached Mars, I have chosen to look at Inspiration4,
“The first all-civilian mission to orbit.” Inspiration4 encapsulates Musk’s ideas on
humanity, civilization, and his “philanthropic” mission to “expand human
consciousness.” While this mission concluded with the return of its passengers in
September of 2021, the website still continues to function as a fundraising mission for
SpaceX’s Martian plans. When on the website, one of the most immediately obvious
features is its use of graphics. Below is the website’s front page.

Figure 5
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Screenshot of Inspiration4 website.

Note. This image was taken as a screenshot of Musk’s website, Inspiration4.com. The background of this
image contains a photo of Earth taken from space in one corner and some kind of spacecraft orbiting Earth
in the opposite corner. In contrast to the deep black of space that fills the gap between Earth and the
spacecraft, white sanserif text sits centered and bolded, stating, “The First All-Civilian Mission To Orbit”
and in smaller text, “Four crew members represented the mission pillars of leadership, hope, generosity,
and prosperity.”

The project’s mission statement is as follows:
“Inspiration4 marked the world’s first all-civilian mission to orbit. The mission will was
commanded by Jared Isaacman, the then-38-year-old founder and Chief Executive
Officer of Shift4 Payments and an accomplished pilot and adventurer. Inspiration4 will
leave Earth from Kennedy Space Center’s historic Launch Complex 39A, the
embarkation point for Apollo and Space Shuttle missions, and travel across a low earth
orbit on a multi-day journey that will continually eclipse more than 90% of the earth’s
population. Named in recognition of the four-person crew that raised awareness and over
$240 million for St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, this milestone represented a new
era for human spaceflight and exploration.”

The website’s “Mission” page also includes images and diagrams of Musk’s spacecrafts
accompanied by their technical details and a timeline of the project.
Crafting this mission as a philanthropic endeavor is key to the architecture of this
website. One keyway that this message is created is through their crew selection process.
Each crew member’s story is displayed on the website – their narrative an integral
representation of one of SpaceX’s four values: leadership, hope, generosity, and
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prosperity. In developing this embodied value system, Inspiration4 is displayed as the
first step towards the creation of a new world that encompasses these ideals.

Futurity’s Perfection
BusinessCasual Interview. In this interview Lore talks with colleague Nora Ali
and her co-host, Scott Rogowsky, about his newest business venture, the city of Telosa.
The podcast is true to its name, interviewing innovators and creatives on their latest
projects with a light and humorous tone, and this particular episode show cases the
excitement and possibility of Lore’s urban design. Throughout the forty minutes, Ali,
Rogosky, and Lore discuss Telosa from many angles including its design, the anticipated
government body and system of governance, as well as Lore’s credibility, his inspiration
for the project, and the importance of his “foundation work” including the drafting of a
mission and set of values. Ali begins the interview by framing Lore’s project in relation
to our not-so-desirable present:
Given our current reality, the idea of building a utopian city or a city from scratch feels
equal parts appealing and impossible…This fall, serial entrepreneur and investor Marc
Lore announced his plans to build a new city called Telosa in the United States. The city,
which is estimated to house 50,000 residents by the year 2030 in its first phase of
development, will be designed with sustainability at its core, with a ban on fossil fuel
powered vehicles and the promise of a 15 minute commute to offices, schools, and
amenities. But at its core, Telosa is not just a city. It's a test of a new model for society
called Equitism, which Marc says will create the most open, fair, and inclusive city in the
world.

CityofTelosa.com. From first appearances, the city of Telosa is beautiful. Image
modeling displayed on the website show a vision of what the city could look like. A city
of perfect geometry, nested between the peaks of nearby mountains, shines gold in the
sun’s reflection. The area around the city looks empty, leaving the city to appear as a
golden oasis in the desert. This immediately reminds me of the tantalizing tales of a city
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of gold that Spanish conquistadors carried with them as they to continue their colonizing
mission. Following a brief introductory video entitled: “Telosa: Creating a more equitable
and sustainable future” is the project’s mission statement overlaying an areal view of the
imagined city. The mission reads: “To create a new city in America that sets a global
standard for urban living, expands human potential, and becomes a blueprint for future
generations”. As stated in the interview, this is not just a city but a “new” social design.
Figure 6
Screenshot of City of Telosa website.

Note. This image was taken as a screenshot of the homepage of Lore’s website, CityofTelosa.com. This
screenshot contains a computer-generated photo of the City of Telosa, nestled between mountain ranges,
built upon what is depicted as flat and empty land. The city itself is laid out as a neat grid of equally sized
buildings that shine in sunrays coming over the mountain peek. Written in white sanserif font is the text,
“To create a new city in America that sets a global standard for urban living, expands human potential,
and becomes a blueprint for future generations.”

The website’s design is pleasant and invites the viewer to explore this project in
its development. There is plenty of information to wade through making it seem as
though Lore intended for this city to be accessible and open to the public. Small additions
to the website, such as a poll near the end asking the viewer, ‘What issues do you care
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about? Select your top three,” communicate the idea that anyone could be a part of this
project. In fact, sitting at the top right corner of the website is a bright green button that
prompts the viewer to register for the city’s first townhall meeting, #TelosaTogether. In
looking into the details of this meeting, it becomes apparent that it is less a space for
dialogue and more a space for advertisement as “Community Q&A” is the last of six
agenda items for this 1-hour event.
The website is designed as a continuous scroll and with a menu the viewer can
use to jump around to different sections or to seek additional information. About halfway
down the main page, the viewer reaches an image of groups of people laying out at a park
with Telosa’s arched logo imprinted into the grass. Written in white font in the middle of
the image is the phrase, “A city for everyone.” This sentiment is echoed throughout the
website, most obviously apparent in images of group with a diverse racial makeup.
Words like, community, inclusive, diverse, connected, accessible, fair, informed, and safe
appear scattered throughout each panel as the viewer continues to scroll. The idea of
everyone seems to have been key in shaping Telosa’s entire value system. “Open,” “fair,”
and “inclusive” are the city’s main tenants.
The website is filled with images of people in moments of communion. Images
that fill the website show people happy, playful, and going about their day to day,
seemingly stress free. These images are very bright and often position the subjects of the
photo either in a moment of collaboration with one another (ex. hands united in a team
huddle, children in a race, a group learning over an iPad or in front of an unseen speaker,
or groups enjoying open spaces). In anyone image it is easy to see that life in Telosa is
easy. It is seemingly a place where everyone smiles and there is no conflict. Issues of
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gender and racial inequality have seemingly disappeared, being replaced, perhaps, by
advancements in technology. The name of the city itself was selected based on social
excellence. As stated by Lore, “‘Telos’ means the highest purpose it was a term coined
by Aristotle. It’s about individuals in society coming together to reach their fullest
potential.”
Outside of images of the people, images detailing the city’s architectural design
mirror this story. The buildings do not mimic the conventional rectangular shapes of a
city’s downtown center. Instead, they are cones and cylinders with bright reflective
surfaces and rooftop forests. There are hover railways, paved foot trails, electric scooters,
and hover crafts. Together, these images create a vision for a seemingly perfect city. One
reason for Telosa’s striking design is attributed to a primary designer working on this
project, Bjork Ingles. Ingles has been outspoken about the need to produce new options
for sustainability, coining the term “hedonistic sustainability” in his 2011 TedTalk in
order to describe a need for sustainable measures to be pleasurable and desirable. Ingles
influence in the city of Telosa is obvious as the entire city is designed around leisure and
ease.

Settler Scientist Savior
This section is meant to look at the archive as a whole. To give a name to the
common thread that connects each green billionaire and each piece of living media that
encapsulates their climate narratives. In other words, it is important to not just look at this
data as three discrete case studies but to recognize what happens as their commonalities
accumulate. Rice makes this point when comparing an archival practice to making sense
of a ship in the midst of its wreckage. While individual archival materials might appear
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on their own as fragments of the ship, “Fragments and wreckage exist in different
registers. We do not rebuild from wreckage. Wreckage as such is a totality, existing only
as itself, for itself” (Rice, p. 51). While looking at any one individual’s climate narrative
could be dismissed as a personal take, looking at what accumulates across these
narratives points to a larger organizing settler structure.
I have chosen to name what accumulates amongst these green billionaire’s
climate narratives, the settler scientist savior. In each instance, their settler position
operates in a number of ways that will later be elaborated on. Yet, although their settler
status is central within these climate narratives, that status becomes obscured as they
filter their narratives through scientific principles. They are scientists or rely on the
science of engineering, physics, and “even economics” (Stanford Energy, 2021) to give
authority to their vision. By doing so, they position themselves as objective, rational, and
ultimately apolitical ultimately obscuring (and even evading) deeper engagement with
their settler position and how that shapes their visions for the future. In addition to
making settler colonialism invisible through science, these narratives are pitched as
philanthropic. Green billionaires don’t dare to speak of climate change as a business
opportunity even when speaking candidly as CEOs of companies selling products.
Rather, they pursue these projects because the world needs them to. It is, in their minds,
the goodness of their heart from which they will design Earth’s future.
To elaborate on the settler scientist savior, I have identified several themes that
have occurred throughout the archive. First, every settler scientist savior frames climate
change in relation to their optimism about the future which exists in opposition to a
general state of despair surrounding climate change. In doing so, each not only claims to

71

be optimistic or excited about the future, if all goes according to plan, but also has to give
name to the unease that people feel in regard to climate change. Gates does this by giving
voice to the magnitude of climate change and how people perceive this as a nearly
impossible task. Musk elaborates extensively on the “doomsday” mentality that he
refuses to have. And Lore speaks to climate change in a slightly different way, by calling
out the great injustices present in our current capitalist structure, more specifically, the
capitalist monopolies that give rise to unfair access to land ownership. While each
billionaire articulates climate fears in different ways, they all use this as their starting
point for describing their own, seemingly exceptional, optimism. Their optimism then,
works as a departure. Rather than be scared like everyone else, the audience is persuaded
in favor of their visions for the future in the hopes of gaining entry into the optimism that
these billionaires hold.
Veracini (2012) describes settler narrative form as palindromic in which a settler
past resembles a settler future and the present is marked by “ongoing concerns with
existential threats and a paranoid fear of ultimate decolonization” (p. 81). A palindromic
form is an important feature of the settler situation as “settlers construe their very
movement forwards as a ‘return’ to something that was irretrievably lost: a return to the
land, but also a return to an Edenic condition (now, this is a return), to a Golden Age of
surrendered freedoms” (p. 98-99). Just as the U.S. environmental movement has long
yearned for a return to the past, before human civilization spoiled wildlands and natural
spaces, green billionaires yearn for an utopic future. The present, then, is sustained by
this palindrome and its ability to produce “fantasies of settler regenerated life” (p. 76)
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based on the perceived instability of the present moment and the need to mobilize a new
beginning.
This is not to negate the very serious and real consequences of climate change that
not only exist in the future but also in the present and past. But it is meant to question
what exactly we fear is going to end. I argue that when settlers despair over end of the
world as brought about by climate change what we are really narrating is our fear of the
end of settler world and the necessity to bring about the end of a settler colonial world to
deal with climate change. It is significant then that green billionaires’ respond to climate
change discourse as an imposing threat. Their climate narratives respond to settler fears
about the end of settler world by reassuring their audience of their capacity to regenerate
settler life within global climate response.
Another way in which settler colonialism emerged as a themewithin these
narratives was in kind of neutral accounting for all of humanity either through particular
diction (i.e., through the use of words like humanity or “everyone” or “all”) or through
these general arguments about how everyone is kind of on equal footing. This seemingly
neutral accounting exports a settler life style onto the world—it claims that the future
obviously should look like modern, Americanized culture and that any other mitigation
efforts that might try to imagine life alternatively are not even considered because for
them there is no life outside of settler world. This resulted in billionaires, especially Lore
and Musk, pitching their project as something that can participate in their projects—
obscuring any physical, social, cultural, or political barriers to entry.
Musk predicted that it’s something like $100,000 to buy a space flight to Mars
paired with a lifetime of indentured servitude—to which he also says, “almost anyone can
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work and save up and eventually have $100,000 and be able to go to Mars if they
want. We want to make it available to anyone who wants to go.” Lore has similar ideas
about how the city of Telosa is for everyone yet the images that he uses show a very
particular way of being, and no other possibilities. It’s also worth noting that these each
of these billionaires included lots of images on their websites of racially diverse
populations depicted as positive and happy about their projects to signal this idea that
everyone is included. But this is the interesting thing about settler colonialism. Settler
colonialism offers the possibility of transfer in to the settler class which becomes another
mechanism for exploitation. While settler colonialism is in line with the politics of
identity, it does not strictly adhere to it—so settlers get away with producing narratives
that include the minimal acknowledgement of things like racial or gender diversity yet
still produce a singularity in ways of being that ensure a settler futurity.

Discussion
Settler colonialism is not one thing but rather, is a sustained situation that is called
upon and mobilized. Within this archive, a settler situation is evident in green
billionaire’s climate narratives as climate change becomes wielded to assert further
control over lands. Some instances within this archive point to obvious moments of
settlement such as Musk’s plans to settle Mars or Lore’s vision of utopia in places that he
sees as wastelands. However, I argue that settler colonialism is present throughout the
archive in much more subtle ways. In each billionaires’ climate narrative there is a
necessary element of control over spaces which these billionaires do not currently reside.
Each billionaire wields an inherent sense of authority that emboldens them with the
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ability to enact large-scale change that deeply and permanently impacts the lives of those
who live in those spaces and/or the lives required to create those spaces. And, in each
case, these climate strategies are imagined to be philanthropic, for the sake of humanity,
the greater good, or an imagined “everyone”. There is only one way of being, thinking,
and doing and that is the settler way.
As I have stated before, settler colonialism is ultimately about the pursuit of land.
This pursuit, however, is demarcated by the ability to control said land—not about
belonging to or being in communion with that land. In other words, it is an establishment
of ultimate authority over place via jurisdiction, management, classification,
organization, etc. Yet, control over the land alone is not quite enough to be recognized as
particularly settler in orientation. Rather, control over space is indicative of settler
colonialism when it is predicated on an inherent sense of individual sovereignty. That is
to say, although settler colonialism requires the mobilization of both settler and nonsettler classes, it is fiercely individualistic in spirit. The individual sense of sovereign
capacity is the justifying mechanism by which settlers take control as settlers dictate that
their movement in is better than what came before. By definition, a settler moves in. To
quote Patrick Wolfe, “invasion is a structure not an event… elimination is an organizing
principal of settler colonial society rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence…
settler colonialism destroys to replace” (as quoted by Lechuga, 2020, p. 380). It is this
movement in that structures settler time. Settlers think themselves to be “founders of
political orders” (Veracini, 2012, p. 53), capable of establishing a better polity. The
present, marked as a beginning of something new, is always attached to fears of
degeneration or hopes of regeneration.
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Findings
In readdressing my research questions, How do colonial projects function as
uninterrogated centers of global environmental injustice? and, How do the climate
narrations of U.S. green billionaires obscure or illuminate the conditions of coloniality
and settler colonialism?, my research has led me to understand that major players in
climate change discourse, such as green billionaires, obscure coloniality as they narrate
their plans for the future. They obscure reality by doing what settlers do best—
convincing themselves that they are detached, unbiased, rational, objective, apolitical
fountains of knowledge. Settlers speak for themselves on behalf of everyone else and
produce climate narratives that instruct us to forget our presence in settler world.
One of the greatest things we can learn from green billionaires’ climate narratives
is that popular climate discourse, such as innovation towards a sustainable end, is a
language of power that reinforces the status quo. I would go one step further to call it a
language of domination and colonization. While it is so necessary that climate change be
discussed and that plans be made ranging from hyper-local to truly global in scope, we
should be careful that this dialogue not be a way of reproducing the same power relations
that shape the world today. As Klein (2014) stated, “climate change represents a
historic… we once again have the chance to advance policies that dramatically improve
lives, close the gap between rich and poor, create huge numbers of good jobs, and
reinvigorate democracy from the ground up… It can disperse power into the hands of the
many rather than consolidating it in the hands of the few, and radically expand the
commons, rather than auctioning it off in pieces” (p. 10).
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I have long thought that understanding the nuances of climate change are far more
complex and difficult to grasp than what I have begun to see as the true heart of climate
mitigation. By making room for and truly sharing in dialogue with those whose voices
have been quieted—Third world and indigenous communities and scholars. By investing
in community and building relations through place. Yet, although I would call this
approach “simple”—I would not call it easy. In studying settler colonialism theoretically,
through the elite language of the academy, and knowing settler colonialism intimately,
through my own embodiment of it and my awareness of forces of resistance against it, I
would say that settler colonialism is nefarious, deceptive, and delusion inducing. One of
the most difficult things I can imagine is the constant decoupling that is required to
remove one’s sense of self and one’s daily activities from the collective settler colonial
mission. One of the easiest ways to see this is in dealing with the incommensurability of
decolonization as referred to by Tuck and Yang (2012).
One of the best ways I believe we can approach climate change from an
anticolonial stance is by abandoning words like “environment,” “nature,” “natural,” and
“wild.” As odd as this may seem, this research has led me to see these words as
inherently colonial inventions that, even when used with the best intensions, traps us in
the contradictions that the U.S. environmental movement has long been beholden to. This
is not to be mistaken for reinforcing human exceptionalism or for disregarding nonhuman life, spaces, and processes. To me, abandoning these words is the ultimate
reverence to the fact that humans are never at any point in time separate from non-human
existence. We are of the Earth just as much as we imagine the Earth as being of us.
Words like natural and wild carry an implicit bias that forces us to imagine human life as
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separate from the rest of life on Earth. And once we are used to seeing climate action
framed around the environment it because incredibly difficult to see climate change as
anything but a particular set of concerns.
I believe we need to find ways of pivoting from “environment” to non-human or
living and non-living beings in order to talk about the spatial relations that humans share
with the non-human world rather than the natural spaces we feel inclined to protect. And
this is not my own idea but is based in many indigenous epistemologies which are not
only positioned in resistance to settler colonialism but also towards an understanding of
ecological balance that includes humans at the same status as the non-human world. But
anyone who studies the climate—however formally or informally—knows that to engage
climate change is to think through plurality and to question common notions of justice to
mean not just inclusion and equity but also mutual respect as manifested in shared space.
One of the most important things we can do is decenter settler perspectives on
climate change. And this is coming from a settler studying climate change. I truly believe
that people in positions of power from the local to the global need to step aside and listen
more than they talk and we need to use our positions of power and resources to create
space for alternative ways of being to enter public climate discourse. Rather than invest
in technological innovation so that settlers can continue to settle and to live their
lifestyles based on that settlement—we need to invest in spaces, both physically and
digitally, that bring people together for the simple purpose of talking about the
complexities of life at this particular moment.
I think it is difficult for settlers to see their own settler colonial mindset because I
think even settlers get sucked into collective settlement. From my own experience of
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being a settler in the U.S., I have found that one becomes initiated into settlement twice—
when you’re born or get put in a place in which you physically occupy stolen land and
again when as you slowly accept and adopt settler practices that make you believe that
you are removed from everyone else and exempt from collective accountability. We are
instructed, again and again and again, to forget our very presence in settler world. Settlers
need to start talking about being settlers and we need to continue to call settlement out as
it is being activated and mobilized. Otherwise, I don’t believe we can even get to a space
in which we can talk about decolonial possibilities as anything other than metaphorical
because we are still actively settling.

Limitations and Future Research
As for limitations—I believe that one of the biggest limitations is that there are
simply not enough people talking about the everyday acts of settler colonialism as
communicable. This limited my analysis because a lot of scholarship on settler
colonialism talks about the past and how our narration of the past effects our present
understandings. And while I think this is important and do incorporate archive because of
this—there needs to be more scholarship on how settlers speak themselves into the future.
The result is that scholars are forced to use very loose operational definition of settler
colonialism as communicable. My second limitation is that my archive was very small
and only included artifacts that were already very similar to one another. I think this
archive could greatly benefit from an expanded scope in order to talk about this settler
scientist savior narrative is not only found in these specific instances of green billionaires
directly talking about their projects to also include international, national, and local
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policy, tropes about environmentalists in movies, “sustainable” marketing materials
found on grocery store shelves, fashion lines, music, internet trends, and so on.
There is much more research to be done in the study of climate justice as a
critical, cultural, and communications-based problem. In future work I would like to ask
how we can best govern with a diversity of worlds in mind, how do we govern alongside
the non-human world, how can we explore the connections between public discourse and
public space, and how can we pursue climate justice through conversations of being in
relation to place/space? Conceptually, this would require a greater understanding of the
political economy of media—especially as our public information becomes more and
more dictated by the politics of digital information. I would like to look at places that
have already done this. Since my time in New Mexico I have started to see the ways in
which radical climate justice occurs in spaces that don’t claim ties or affiliation to
mainstream environmentalism. Finally, I would like to explore more about the ways that
affect structures public knowledge of climate change in relation to settler colonialism and
how not only spatial politics but also an object-oriented ontology opens up the
conversation of climate change within the walls of the academy and particularly within
intercultural communication.
The botanist, Robin Wall Kimmerer has written and spoken extensively about
climate justice, environmental restoration, and the ability of language to change how we
relate with the world around us. Kimmerer claims that “at its heart, sustainability, the
way we think about it, is embedded in this worldview that we, as human beings, have
some ownership over these what we call resources, and that we want the world to be able
to continue… that human beings can keep taking and keep consuming” (Tippett, 2022).
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Popular climate narratives cannot escape the language of sustainability so long as they
are being dominated by those already in power—settler scientist saviors.
Kimmerer suggests that reciprocity, a central piece of many indigenous
knowledge systems, holds the potential to broaden our understanding of climate justice
past the domination of sustainability to allow for “mutual flourishing.” Kimmerer claims
that an ethic of reciprocity says, “that our role as human people is not just to take from
the Earth, and the role of the Earth is not just to provide for our single species. So,
reciprocity actually kind of broadens this notion to say that not only does the Earth
sustain us, but that we have the capacity and the responsibility to sustain her in return. So,
it broadens the notion of what it is to be a human person, not just a consumer” (Tippett,
2022). Yet, in order to decenter sustainability as our only guiding principal in pursuing
climate justice as a global collective—i.e., in order to use an ethic of reciprocity or other
ways of being in relation to the Earth and each other to understand climate change—it is
important that an anti-colonial sentiment be present in climate discourse. And yet,
reciprocity is but one alternative climate narrative. While an extensive study of
alternative climate narratives is outside of the scope of this thesis, I found it important to
at least nod to non-settler climate narratives. An in-depth study of some of these
narratives presents a necessary opportunity for additional research in the future.
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